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            Do not forget that ideas are also weapons.

            – Subcomandante Marcos
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         ‘I think …’ said Robert, touching the tip of his forefinger momentarily to his lips and frowning down at the floor. ‘I think I just reached a point where I was like, if it’s not now, then I’m not interested. You know?’

         Jacques DeCoverley, to whom Robert was speaking, absorbed this statement like a particularly complex scent he had just detected on the air, angling his head and eyes slightly upwards and flaring his nostrils in appreciation. He had a way of manufacturing a reflective smile, as if he’d been ambushed by yet another sadness or paradox it remained his nobly silent burden to shoulder.

         ‘Who wants to write something that’s already yesterday?’ he said, arching a copious eyebrow and peeling away a lock of tightly curled hair that had adhered to the patina of sweat on his forehead.

         Jess watched them – their little dance, their little chess match of self-consciousness – feeling screened-off, remote.

         ‘But then …’ said Robert. ‘What isn’t yesterday these days?’

         The smile slithered back across DeCoverley’s lips as he took a moment to ponder just how much was yesterday right now.

         ‘Indeed,’ he said, taking a ruminative sip of his Negroni and slicking a finger across his glossy brow. ‘These are post-present times.’

         Jess, standing slightly behind DeCoverley’s elbow and out of his sightline, tried to catch Robert’s eye so she could make a face. It struck her that once, in a different time of their lives, he would already have been looking, attendant to her expression. Indeed, they had met at a function not dissimilar to this one. Then, as some man she could no longer name, inflated by the imagined importance of his own opinions, had not once but three times interrupted her, Robert had cut across him, angling his shoulder to communicate the man’s irrelevance, and said, with a conspiratorial glint in his eye, But what do you think … Jess, isn’t it? Now, his need to let her know he was listening had dwindled. When he did glance her way, it was fleeting, awkward, and seemed to suggest her mockery was misjudged.

         She looked down at her drink. When she raised her gaze again, DeCoverley had slid an arm round Robert’s shoulders, and was leading him away.

         ‘You know,’ Jess heard DeCoverley say as they left, ‘we love what you’re doing at the moment, Robert. This stuff about the estate. So vital. So now.’

         
            *

         

         Abandoned, yet unwilling to appear so, Jess circled. The room, it seemed, was full of men triangulating. They used directions to establish a base of conversation, as if how they’d arrived communicated something about who they were. Somewhere off to her left, someone was saying, ‘We came the back way. B-Three-One-Four and get off at Cockwell. Saves you the argy-bargy at the double roundabout.’ To her right, someone was saying, ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: until they make it dual carriageway I’d rather stick pins in my eyes.’

         It was an atavistic conversation. Once, the sharing of routes had allowed a gently competitive comparison of cunning. Now, it masked a drabber reality. None of these men had made any decisions about their travel at all. Instead, they had simply punched a postcode into their Sat-Nav. Their active involvement was no longer needed, yet somehow the pride remained.

         The work of locating themselves complete, the business of defining themselves could begin. Loaded with coders who’d flocked to staff the tech park and artsy North London refugees fleeing the cash-haemorrhage of the city, Edmundsbury increasingly existed in the collapsed distinction between creativity and commerce, and so was awash with people determinedly codifying their output.

         ‘Well obviously my work is very much about challenging dominant discourses of ability and success and what constitutes quote unquote good art, so I work almost exclusively in crayon.’

         ‘I just felt I wanted to comment overtly on the artistic scene and creative praxis in general via a medium that was both performative and organic, so I’ve been working with a variety of types of mud and various different walls and just seeing if I can, by literally throwing the mud at the wall …’

         Across the room, Jacques DeCoverley had kettled a gaggle of single women into a corner and was holding forth on the radical opportunities for situationist protest afforded by sex in a lay-by. Beside him, Robert nodded and laughed on cue.

         DeCoverley was a blow-in from the city, recently resettled and now flushed with the glow of post-London life. In terms of aspiration, leaving London was the new moving to London. You slogged it out, made a name for yourself, then decamped to the sticks and devoted yourself to trashing city life on Twitter while roaming the fields in pursuit of your tweedy ideals. For a long time, DeCoverley had described himself as a street philosopher. Unlike the usual use of the term, this had nothing to do with his non-academic outsider status. Instead, it referred to the fact that his work was literally about streets. He’d done a whole book on pavements (Under The Beach: The Pavement!): their cultural history, their, as he liked to put it, physically marginal yet psychogeographically central status. His follow-up, an oral history of pedestrianisation called No Cars Go, had proved rather less successful. Now that he was almost certainly no longer able to maintain the illusion of highly paid success in London, he was reinventing himself as a deep-thinking rural gentleman for the twenty-first century, wearing wellington boots indoors and waxing lyrical about a ‘lost’ England comprised entirely of hedgerows and loam.

         Of course, DeCoverley couldn’t just quit the city and be quiet. He had to dress up his departure as a statement. Having laboured in interviews to make the case that something ‘authentic’ was emerging from parts of England he genuinely seemed to think had not existed before he started wandering about in them, he was now under pressure to ensure reality aligned with his descriptions. Hence his parties, which he referred to as ‘salons’, and to which he invited everyone he could think of – local, Londoner, and other – in a bid to establish something of which he could reasonably describe himself as the centre.

         Deeply cynical though Jess might have been about DeCoverley’s artful manipulation of his own surroundings and status, she had to admit these little soirées had grown in notability since the first one a few months ago. Tonight, DeCoverley had outdone himself on the buzz front by securing the attendance of several members of Rogue Statement, an anonymous collective of theorist poseurs who Jess and her friend Deepa referred to as the Theory Dudes. Their stated aim was, as they put it, to decode the encoded fascism of everyday life. Their first groundbreaking and extraordinarily well-received polemic had been a ferocious exposé of the fascism of iced buns. After that, it was egg-white omelettes. Soon they were finding fascism everywhere: in sofas, marathons, dog shows, vinyl flooring, socks.

         ‘Look,’ one of the Theory Dudes had told her earlier that evening, when she’d asked him why he seemingly felt more responsibility to decry the fascism of falafel wraps and justified margins than he did the street-level violence and creeping intimidation that was an increasingly common feature of what some were already calling the New England, ‘violence is upsetting. It’s emotive. But it’s just a symptom, yeah?’

         Maybe it was, Jess thought, but so were so many other things, and yet still the question of what they were symptoms of remained unanswered. 

         ‘But anyway,’ Jess heard Robert saying as she dallied at the bar, ‘enough about me. How goes it with you, DeCoverley?’

         ‘Oh, you know,’ said DeCoverley, ‘desperately trying to work but constantly torn away by other requests. I’m rapidly coming to the conclusion that the best thing I could do for my career right now would be to write something wildly unsuccessful. I pine for obscurity. Don’t you?’

         ‘Constantly,’ said Robert.

         ‘The trouble is, I just can’t do it. It’s a curse, being this tapped in to the culture. I’m just out there all the time, like a dowsing rod. Quivering.’

         He squinted, momentarily pained by his own significance.

         ‘I guess that’s what we sign up for,’ said Robert, using his slowest, most sincere nod, reserved exclusively, Jess knew, for his hastiest, least sincere statements.

         ‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ said DeCoverley, ‘but for me personally there was never any choice.’

         ‘You mean, because you’re not qualified for anything else?’ said Jess innocently, breezing by and unable to bite her tongue.

         ‘Ah,’ said DeCoverley to Robert, ‘here’s your lovely girlfriend. No, I meant because I have nothing but philosophy coursing through my veins. Because I cannot but be anything other than I am.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Robert, narrowing his eyes at Jess before clumsily adjusting the subject. ‘Do we know if Byron is coming?’

         ‘Stroud?’ DeCoverley beamed at being asked, then savoured the fact that he was in the know enough to be able to answer. ‘Couldn’t make it, sadly.’

         Byron Stroud was currently the man you needed to know if you wanted to give the impression of knowing the right people. His rise through the opinion-sphere, occasioned largely by the fact that he wrote almost exclusively about the opinion-sphere and so produced articles that were both fallen upon and fawned over by their subjects, had been rapid. This being the age of the over-exposed personality, reclusive tendencies were invariably interpreted as either artistic statements or shrewd attempts at personal branding, so the fact that Stroud had thus far declined all invitations only added to his aura. No-one went quite so far as to claim to have met him, but they all, when talking about him, affected an air of first-name familiarity that suggested they might have met him. It was a social signifier to which Robert had become particularly sensitive, meaning he would now, Jess thought, be trying to work out exactly what DeCoverley meant by Stroud not being able to make it. Had DeCoverley heard from Stroud? Had he heard from someone else who had heard from Stroud? Or had everyone, like Robert, emailed Stroud and received nothing in response?

         ‘Couldn’t?’ said Robert. ‘Or didn’t want to?’

         ‘Oh,’ said DeCoverley vaguely, ‘I’m not sure Byron would even acknowledge that demarcation.’

         
            *

         

         Jess popped to the toilet to tweet. Back in the room, an assortment of indistinct men – bearded and earnest and flushed with credentials – talked at her or for her, but never quite to her.

         ‘Of course,’ she heard someone say, ‘it’s getting to the point where marriage is the last truly radical act.’

         This was a recurrent theme. At every party a new last radical act. Faced with a future so rapid in its occurrence and uncertain in its shape, people clung to familiarity. Fearful of appearing retrograde, they refashioned their nostalgia as subversion. Home ownership was the last truly radical act. Monogamy was the last truly radical act. Parenting was the last truly radical act. Not wanting it all was the last truly radical act. Everything else, it seemed, was dead.

         ‘I mean, time was when people actually had conversations. Remember that?’ someone brayed at Jess through a mouthful of bar snacks.

         ‘Exactly right,’ said his wingman. ‘Conversation’s dead.’ 

         
            *

         

         She found Deepa in her habitual darkened corner, idly stirring a drink with her straw and wearing an expression that suggested she was amusing herself in ways that couldn’t safely be shared.

         ‘Oh thank God,’ said Deepa. ‘I was starting to think I might have to mingle.’

         ‘I’ve mingled,’ said Jess. ‘Upshot is: don’t mingle.’

         They leaned side by side against the wall, Jess enjoying the brief coolness of the faux wood panelling before the heat of her back rendered it as sweaty as everything else.

         ‘Saw you dallying with the Theory Dudes,’ said Deepa, tilting her chin towards the huddle of serious young men in the middle of the room. ‘Still working on a cure for fascism?’

         ‘I literally overheard one of them talking about fascist molecules,’ said Jess.

         ‘Robert seems to be enjoying himself.’

         ‘Nice that you no longer even pretend to like my partner.’

         ‘He’s got enough people pretending to like him,’ said Deepa. ‘Why get in the way?’

         Jess laughed. They swapped drinks without saying anything. It was something they did. In restaurants they ate each other’s food.

         ‘I feel like we haven’t run people down enough,’ said Jess, taking out her phone. ‘We’re shirking our responsibilities.’

         Deepa eyed Jess’s phone. ‘Someone’s breaking their own rules,’ she said.

         ‘I have location disabled.’

         Deepa sipped Jess’s drink and looked out across the party.

         ‘Riddle me this,’ she said as Jess hit send, then locked and pocketed her phone. ‘If you start enjoying something you used to only find interesting, is it still interesting?’

         ‘You’re saying enjoyment erases interest?’

         ‘I’m saying that saying you’re interested in something can be a pretty good way of masking the fact that you’re enjoying it, and that enjoying it too much calls into question the extent to which you’re merely interested in it.’

         ‘Oh come on. You don’t enjoy your work?’

         ‘Not so much that it stops being work.’

         ‘Is that what’s bothering you? You think my work’s too enjoyable?’

         ‘I think your work might no longer be work.’

         They watched as, across the room, Jacques DeCoverley checked his phone, swore under his breath, then pasted his smile back on for a passing twenty-something.

         ‘OK,’ said Deepa. ‘I can see how that might be kind of satisfying.’

         
            *

         

         By midnight, the evening was losing pace. The energy of these things was always front-ended. People arrived with opinions they wanted to disgorge. Once they’d done so, they succumbed to a collective petite mort. Jess prided herself on never going over to Robert and letting it be known she was ready to leave. The dependency of such moments unsettled her.

         He joined her just as she was about to hold forth to Lionel Groves, a tall, greying man with jaw-length hair and a rough beard about whom everyone seemed determined to use the word rugged. After a progressively unsuccessful intellectual career based entirely on scathingly dismantling the work of his peers, Groves had reinvented himself as an international man of feeling. His most recent book was an alphabetically arranged series of micro-essays on things that made him cry. Having ‘done’ tears he was now ‘doing’ laughter, and had published a series of ‘provocations’ about the importance of humour in the face of oppression and good grace in the face of injustice. His Twitter feed was a carefully curated gallery of nauseating bromides like, It’s not always what we feel that’s important; it’s the very fact that we feel at all. Dumbstruck by his own capacity for emotion, he spoke at all times as if he were the first man on earth to experience a feeling. Apparently affirming this delusion, people huddled round him at parties and used him as a litmus test for what they should be feeling themselves. It was, Jess thought, the age of beatified masculine emotion. Everywhere you looked, men were sweeping up awards for feeling things.

         ‘Of course, Palestine is such a sad situation,’ he was saying. ‘Don’t you think? I find it hard even to watch on television now because it just makes me so sad.’

         ‘What about the environment?’ someone said. ‘Does that make you angry?’

         ‘Fearful,’ said Groves. ‘And sad, of course. But laughter does give one such hope, I find.’

         ‘How do you feel about how you feel?’ said Jess. ‘When you feel sad, do you also feel a little bit proud?’

         He turned to her slowly. He had a way of smiling in the face of hostility that Jess found enraging.

         ‘Well hello,’ he said. ‘You’re Robert Townsend’s girlfriend, aren’t you?’

         She looked at Groves – his practised sadness, his calibrated roughness – and felt only a familiar, disenchanted rage of the sort that Groves would almost certainly have advised her to laugh off.

         She sucked in air, primed for a withering response, only to be interrupted.

         ‘I’m Robert,’ said Robert, leaning across Jess and shaking Groves’s hand. ‘I see you’ve met my girlfriend.’

         ‘Adorable,’ said Groves. ‘Such energy.’

         ‘Misplaced at times but never anything other than well meant,’ said Robert, placing a hand on Jess’s back and shooting her a quick sideways glance. She thought again of that moment they’d met, the tingling thrill of his canny, collaborative attention. Now she was the one being managed, the speaker to whom he pointedly turned his shoulder.

         She toyed, briefly, with the idea of some kind of retort. She was not averse to public conflict. Indeed, there were times when she wondered if, as their ability to constructively argue in private declined, public friction might be one of their last shared sources of heat. But her energy, like that of the room, had evaporated.

         ‘Pity not to see Byron here,’ said Groves.

         ‘Ah yes,’ said Robert. ‘He couldn’t make it, unfortunately.’

         ‘Couldn’t?’ said Groves. ‘Or wouldn’t?’

         ‘Well,’ said Robert, ‘is that a demarcation Byron would even recognise?’

         ‘Quite so,’ said Groves, slightly icily.

         Robert turned to Jess, rubbed her shoulder awkwardly. ‘How are you bearing up, hon?’ he said. ‘Can you stand another half an hour or are you itching to get away?’

         His attentiveness, she felt, was bait for the attention of others. She was about to say she wasn’t in a rush, despite being desperate to go, so that he’d have to make more of a show of wanting to leave, despite wanting to stay, when somewhere behind her, on the other side of the room, she became aware of movement. She saw Robert’s eyes slide sideways from hers, his gaze move over her shoulder to whatever it was that was happening. She heard someone say, ‘Thank you, thank you, great to see so many of you here,’ and turned to see a small, pale man making his way to the front of the room clutching a sheaf of papers.

         It wasn’t an entirely unusual occurrence. The relentless social and professional injunction to self-publicise meant the general public had to be perpetually alert to the possibility of what had come to be called guerrilla readings. Once, well-meaning literary evenings had offered a safe and trusting environment in which writers could indulge their oratory urges, but public charity had proved finite. Now, traumatically released back into the care of the community, a generation of authors hooked on the salon’s spotlight were forced to forage for attention where they could.

         People began to boo.

         ‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ said Robert. ‘Seriously. Enough of this shit now.’ 

         ‘Get off,’ someone called.

         The man found a patch of space towards the front of the room. There was, Jess thought, something amiss with his face. The more she looked, the less certain she became that it even was a him. The clothes read male, as did the hair and the voice, but the features were decidedly androgynous.

         ‘May third,’ said the man. ‘Twelve seventeen a.m. WWW dot teen sluts dot com. Who am I?’

         He was wearing a white shirt, cream chinos, and a loosely knotted paisley tie. As Jess watched him speak, the issues with his face became more apparent. His cheeks and lips moved in a manner at odds with the words he was making. His forehead remained motionless, as did the skin around his eyes.

         ‘May seventh,’ he went on. ‘Eleven thirty-six p.m. WWW dot balls deep in burkha dot com. Who am I?’

         Tolerance for these unsolicited readings had reached rock bottom. People turned hostile quickly, shouting for the man to leave. Someone asked him who he was, as if his ultimate crime was to be unknown.

         ‘May thirteenth,’ he shouted. ‘Nine oh seven a.m. Email. Dearest. I have to be quick. She’ll be home soon … Who am I?’

         Jess felt men to her left and right moving towards the reader, flanking him. Others followed. Someone said, ‘That’s enough,’ and someone else said, ‘Not here and not tonight.’ The would-be reader tried to raise his voice, stepped back to avoid those who were now reaching out towards him. Someone had a hold of his shirt. He shouted, ‘Let go of me,’ several times, and lashed out slightly hopelessly at his nearest attacker before being knocked to the floor. Then he was up off the floor, transported doorwards by his legs and arms. In his fist was a sheaf of flyers: A5, sparsely printed, black and white. Writhing in the grip of his restrainers, he tossed the flyers upwards in a fluttering cloud. As they landed, Jess could read what was printed in the centre of the otherwise blank page. 

         
            What Don’t You Want To Share?

            First Disruption. The Square. Friday. 8pm.

            WWW.WEAREYOURFACE.COM

         

         As he passed, Jess was able to see his face, and what was wrong with it became clear. When he blinked, his eyelids were set back, recessed. He seemed to have two sets of lips, one behind the other. His face wasn’t his face at all, she realised, but an eerily life-like rubber mask covering the whole of his head. Even his hair was synthetic.

         ‘What don’t you want to share?’ he called. As he was carried round the corner, out of sight, he said it again, louder. ‘What don’t you want to share?’

         An awkward silence followed: the sound of mass drink-sipping and throat-clearing, a moment of collective and individual readjustment.

         ‘What was that?’ someone said.

         There were shrugs.

         ‘Welcome,’ someone else said, ‘to the post-meaning world.’

         The man beside him nodded sagely.

         ‘Meaning’s dead,’ he said.

         
            *

         

         ‘I mean, was it some kind of art thing? Some kind of satire?’

         They drove home through the warm dark of early summer, Jess at the wheel, the party receding behind them like a drained wave.

         ‘He was wearing … What was he wearing?’ continued Robert. ‘Some kind of mask?’

         ‘But a mask that looked like a face.’ Jess gave a little shudder. ‘Creepy.’

         ‘Whose face? Was it a famous face?’

         ‘Not one I’ve ever seen.’

         ‘Because I could understand it, maybe, if it was a famous face.’ 

         ‘Maybe he’s famous underneath the mask.’

         ‘Maybe,’ said Robert, ‘it was Byron bloody Stroud.’

         Outside, the East Anglian flatland unfolded blankly, smears of hedgerow streaking the space between car and field. How long had they been here, away from the city? Jess was still disoriented by the unbroken blackness. She cracked the window, tilted her face to the sped-up air that entered.

         ‘Please don’t smoke in the car, Jess.’

         ‘Do I look like I’m smoking?’

         ‘You look like you’re thinking about smoking.’

         Ahead, as they rounded a bend, the sulphurous glow of The Arbor split the dark, its hot white security lights throwing spark-like reflections off the tensile fencing and angled glass. Over the gate, the name of the multinational tech company that had made its home here was gently spotlit in determined sans-serif: Green. In places, thick trees obscured the shattered light, giving it the appearance of either stars or pin-pricked, glowing data points.

         ‘We’ve become one of those plate-glass couples,’ she said.

         ‘Meaning what?’

         ‘Meaning people see right through us.’

         ‘I take it you didn’t particularly enjoy the thing,’ said Robert.

         ‘When do I ever?’

         ‘What are we going to do? Stay home?’

         ‘Those are our choices? Go to something we don’t like or stay home?’

         ‘Effectively, yes.’

         ‘And they say romance is dead.’

         ‘Everything’s dead.’

         ‘That is such bullshit. That’s exactly why I hate these things. You just come away spouting the same posturing nihilistic claptrap as everyone else.’

         They pulled into the driveway in silence. Once, Jess would have experienced these lapses in dialogue with a hair-shirt discomfort. She would, many times, have ended up saying something conciliatory simply for the sake of saying something. But she’d come to realise this was merely playing into Robert’s hands. His conversation was like his affection: he used it to get what he wanted, and when that didn’t work he weaponised its withdrawal.

         She locked the front door behind them and wandered through to the kitchen for a drink of water, letting the tap run for a few seconds before filling a glass. Her Robert-sense alerted her to his presence behind her. Even without looking at him she could picture his posture: slightly hunched, hands in his pockets. They each knew their post-tension choreography. He became tentative, uncertain. She was more poised, waiting for him to ease things.

         She was still sipping the water when she detected the inevitable creep of his hand, holding her, pulling her towards him.

         ‘I hate it when we argue,’ he said into her ear.

         ‘Me too,’ she said, patting his hand but not turning round.

         ‘Sorry for being a prick,’ he said. She could feel his smile against her flesh: placatory, slightly dismissive. He wanted, she knew, for her to turn around, kiss him, tell him he wasn’t a prick. Instead, she carried on looking ahead, turning the now-empty glass in her hand.

         ‘It’s fine,’ she said.

         He drew a breath and held it. She waited for his response. She felt as if she could hear him thinking, weighing potential retorts.

         ‘Love you,’ he said.

         It was as close as they got, these days, to an argument. A sharp word or gesture; a careful, fearful retreat.

         ‘Love you too,’ she said.
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         ‘You’re nobody until somebody hates you, Robert. And now someone really hates you, I think it’s fair to say you’re finally really somebody, no?’

         ‘But why does she hate me? What have I done?’

         Robert’s morning had begun, after the usual ritual of coffee and a quick scroll through the bile-filled comments under his latest piece, with a pep talk from Silas.

         ‘You’re ruffling feathers,’ said Blandford. ‘You’re writing about what’s real. Of course people are going to hate you.’

         As he was saying real, Silas had leaned enthusiastically close to his webcam, causing his face – self-consciously unshaven and set into a rictus of gurning enthusiasm – to loom so impossibly large on Robert’s computer screen that Robert was forced to minimise the window to a small square in the corner.

         ‘Right.’

         ‘It’s like those fish. You know, the ones that are so massive they’re covered in smaller, crapper fish.’

         ‘Sucker fish.’

         ‘Sucker fish. Yeah. This Julia whatever she’s called, she’s a sucker fish.’

         ‘Then shouldn’t she be more sycophantic? Like, to follow your analogy through, shouldn’t she be sucking up to me?’

         ‘No-one sucks up any more. It backfires. If she sucks up to you, someone’s going to start hating on her for sucking up to you, and you know what? That someone is probably going to get attention for it. So better to get in there early with some pre-emptive hatred and get credit for that. Anyway, hatred equals hate-clicks, so, you know, win.’

         ‘But I don’t want hate-clicks. I want people to like what I’m doing.’

         ‘Like, dislike,’ said Silas. ‘What’s the difference?’

         Robert took a moment to process the fine line this question walked between inadvertent profundity and total vapidity – the exact fine line, of course, that Silas’s website – The Command Line – had staked its success on exploiting.

         He scrolled below the line for perhaps the fifth or sixth time this morning. Julia Benjamin – ‘JuBenja’ – had commented at her usual length and wild pitch, bemoaning ‘not so much what Townsend stands for as what his ideals so conveniently obscure: his baffled, ageing technophobia; his dewy-eyed romanticisation of a rosetinted working class; and his determination, through all the usual smug, tub-thumping, sub-Hitchens, mansplainer posturing, to make himself the heart and focus of every cause. Townsend doesn’t care about the people of the Larchwood, he cares about the extent to which he’s seen to care about the people of the Larchwood, and so his every self-congratulatory intervention reads less like the cri de coeur he so clearly wants it to be and more like the shameless exercise in self-promotion and personal glorification it really is.’

         ‘It’s a bloodbath, Silas.’

         ‘Well, let it get bloody, that’s my motto. She’s half-responsible for making this thing the thing that it is.’

         ‘What do you mean she’s half-responsible?’

         ‘She’s pulling traffic. People are now clicking on your articles and scrolling straight to the comments section to see what she’s written.’

         Robert sank back in his chair as this profoundly depressing piece of news took up residence along the sciatic nerve of his psyche.

         ‘Anyway,’ Silas said. ‘Moving on. About this estate.’

         ‘The Larchwood,’ said Robert, trying to ignore the fact that Silas had moved on without agreeing to do anything about the fact that Robert’s reputation, talent, and manhood were being daily dragged through the mud. The way Silas referred to the Larchwood only as the estate bothered him. As if the fact of it being an estate was all you needed to know.

         ‘People are loving this estate, Robert. They’re loving its plight. All this … What’s the word you use?’

         ‘Decanting.’

         ‘Decanting. Right. This estate has become an emblem. Of what, who knows, but it’s up there. It’s like the bat signal. You’ve put this estate up there in the sky and everyone’s looking and everyone’s feeling like it means something. Yeah?’

         ‘Well, I hope so,’ said Robert.

         ‘But here’s the thing: it’s kind of capital-J journalism, you know?’

         Robert paused, briefly thrown by the fact that Silas had somehow managed to deploy this phrase as a criticism.

         ‘Well I am a journalist,’ he said.

         ‘Right,’ said Silas. ‘Sure. I mean, absolutely. It’s just that, this is The Command Line, you know?’

         ‘Meaning what?’

         ‘Meaning, what’s our angle? We can’t just go out there and take everyone else’s angle, Rob. The existing angle, the obvious angle, is really no angle at all. Do you see what I’m saying?’

         ‘People are being forced out of their homes so a private corporation can erect some kind of mega-complex. That’s the angle, Silas.’

         ‘Right, and that’s great. I mean, it’s not great, obviously. But it’s great you’re so … right-on about it. And, hey, gentrification, right? People are loving gentrification right now. All the gentrifiers are guilt-reading pieces about gentrification like it’s going out of fashion, which, conveniently, it isn’t. So market-wise you’re like completely dead on. But what I’m saying is: decanting, social housing, megacorporation, all of that, great. But is it edgy, Rob? Is it now?’

         ‘I’ve actually been congratulated on just how now it is, Silas.’

         ‘But could it be more now? That’s what I’m thinking.’

         What, Robert wondered, could be more now than now? 

         ‘Well it’s happening now.’

         ‘But we could take so much more of a now angle, don’t you think?’

         ‘Meaning what?’

         ‘Meaning all this technology stuff. This, what do you call it?’

         ‘Ubiquitous technology.’

         ‘Ubiquitous technology. Right. The whole point of this new project is that it’s going to be some kind of networked solution, right? What I’m saying is, hang on, that’s kind of cool. Couldn’t we do more with that?’

         Robert took a long, steadying breath.

         ‘We’ve had this conversation, Silas. I’m not writing some trendy fucking tech piece, OK? I’m writing about people. This estate, this story, this whole thing, it’s about people. People are being kicked out of their homes. People are being lied to. People are being intimidated. Are you telling me people don’t want to read about—’

         ‘They want to read about things that are cool, funny, or evil. That’s the holy trinity.’

         ‘Have you read the proposals, Silas? We’re talking a stratified tenancy model here. We’re talking separate entrances for different tiers of residents. We’re looking at a network in which people can accrue community points by logging in and offering their services. It’s a game, Silas. If you’re telling me that segregating a community according to income and property value and then gamifying what little social mobility they have left isn’t evil, then I don’t even really know what evil is any more, to be honest.’

         ‘I would say that it’s more sad than evil, Rob.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Silas, but you can’t just boil everything down to—’

         ‘We’re very much in the boiling down business, Rob. Boiling down is like totally what we do.’

         ‘I’m not dumbing this down for a bunch of children, Silas. This is about lives. This is about—’

         ‘Alright, alright. Jesus. Don’t give me the speech again. Let’s change tack. What if we zoom in, make it more relatable?’ 

         ‘You’re saying: personalise it.’

         ‘I’m saying: less massive thing that is happening, more tiny person that it’s happening to.’

         ‘Like, find someone who embodies what’s happening and—’

         ‘Exactly.’

         Robert nodded, already coming round to the idea.

         ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘I’ll find someone.’

         ‘Great.’

         ‘And meanwhile, you’ll try and do something about this Julia—’

         ‘Glad we had this chat, Rob.’

         
            *

         

         Darkin awoke to pain, so numbness was his first priority. After turning back the covers, he would pause, perched on the edge of the bed, as life and all the agony that came with it flowed downwards to his feet. Then he would stand and feel it spread, feel himself weaken before it. There was a moment, always, when he swayed, when the floor loomed closer and sparks lit the gloom of his vision. Sometimes, he’d sit back down, cowed. Other times, he would simply fall – straight forwards, face to the floor.

         If he didn’t fall he walked. It was a tense stand-off between warring bodily factions. Feet and legs were all for holding back, but his stinging bladder waited for no man. Two or three mornings a week he wouldn’t make it. For so much of his life there had been a familiarity to what he produced. His shit had smelled like his own shit, his piss like his own piss. He knew his sweat, the intimate taste of his breath. Now, his urine was foreign to him, his saliva unpalatable. He caught wafts of himself as he moved and felt distanced from the man that made them.

         Around him, Darkin’s flat had begun its own battle with time’s effects. Multiple varieties of damp had made brazen incursions: some pushing upwards from below, some creeping inwards and downwards from the upper edges. A species of mushroom had colonised the corners. Silverfish had overrun the kitchen. Rodents scrabbled audibly behind the skirting boards.

         This interior decay was matched by its exterior equivalent. Darkin had lived here long enough to remember the Larchwood Estate’s aspirational beginnings. He’d had his suspicions even then, of course, but behind the lofty ideals the plans had seemed convincing. Now everything had slid, and what few neighbours Darkin could name had been pushed out by Downton – the estate’s new owner – whose plans for the Larchwood seemed to depend on it being empty.

         His mission to the bathroom completed, Darkin would make a cup of tea with which to wash down his tablets, light a cigarette, set his kitchen timer to mark the appropriate interval until his next tightly rationed smoke, and settle down with his newspaper of choice, The Record, at which point he would be reminded that the decay he saw and felt in his body, his flat, and the estate outside was merely the closest observable evidence that everything, without exception, was going to shit.

         From the pages of The Record, a near-dystopian vision of England emerged. The country was overrun, under threat, increasingly incapable. Hordes of immigrants massed at its borders. Its infrastructure frayed at the seams. Basic morality was eroding at an alarming rate, worn down by tolerance, permissiveness, turpitude. Darkin found this both terrifying and reassuring. Like any long-standing Record reader, he read not to have his fears assuaged, but to have them confirmed.

         If you believed The Record, there was no such thing as an honest politician, only a succession of swindling careerists clinging to the Westminster bubble. Every so often, The Record would proclaim one, lone politician to be different – so different, in fact, that they were barely a politician at all. This time around, that man was Hugo Bennington, vocal rising member of England Always, a once-ridiculed but determinedly plucky party making a surprising noise in parts of the country, such as Edmundsbury, hitherto ignored by the self-serving shitshow of London-centric political wheeler-dealing. That The Record had decided to endorse Bennington so unequivocally was, even to Darkin, little surprise. Bennington had written a column for The Record for a number of years, and still did so. That Darkin was particularly enamoured with Bennington despite a long period of profound political disinterest was also little surprise. Not only was Bennington Darkin’s favourite columnist, he was also, as Bennington himself so often reminded everyone, a local lad, born and bred. There was no beating around the bush with Bennington, no political correctness or fashionable concession. He called it like he saw it, and did so in a language you didn’t need a master’s degree in bullshit to understand.

         This morning, Bennington was on good form. His last column had been about Muslims. This one was about equality.

         
            Let’s begin, dear reader, with a quick test. Answer me honestly.

            Equality: is it a good or a bad thing?

            Easy, right? I bet you had to think for all of half a second before you were able to answer me with absolute certainty. Why, equality’s a good thing, Hugo! And I agree. Of course equality’s a good thing.

            But what if I put the question another way? What if I asked you instead: Is there such a thing as too much equality?

            In this country, housing is scarcer than it has ever been, yet immigration continues to rise. Unemployment among working Britons still isn’t coming down fast enough, yet time and again we hear that companies must have quotas to ensure that for every white Englishman they employ they must also hire three foreigners, two women, and at least one homosexual. Doesn’t matter who’s more qualified for the job. Equality says you have to hire ‘equally’.

            Anyone who reads this column knows how strongly I believe   in tolerance, just as I believe in fairness. It’s only right that we should try to share what we have with those who have less. But what we have in Britain now is a society that asks those who work to share their earnings with those who scrounge; those who have grown up here to share their hard-fought space with those who have just arrived; and those who deserve their place to share it with those who merely envy it. This is the real cost of equality run riot: a Britain in which there is nothing left to share.

         

         It was rousing stuff. Darkin only had to look around him to see the proof of Hugo’s point. What was there left to share? Simply because he couldn’t see the people who’d profited from his loss, didn’t mean they weren’t out there, creeping closer, eyeing what little Darkin had left.

         A knock at the door startled him. They were probably, he thought grimly, already here.

         
            *

         

         Deepa’s office was just along the corridor from Jess’s, but it was effectively a different world. Jess’s workspace was bare, almost anonymous; Deepa’s teemed with her preoccupations. Photos covered the entire wall beside the door and had crept across to consume much of the space around the window. Above her desk, the pictures were three or four deep, curling at the edges and pulling away from their pins. Huge-breasted, sad-eyed twenty-somethings beckoned the viewer towards their chat and cam sites; naked couples assumed by-the-numbers positions in a series of spartan bedrooms; late-middle-aged women in retrograde lingerie promised, in lurid fonts, that they were just around the corner and desperate to fuck.

         The visuals were at odds with the audio. Online for around eighteen hours a day, then struggling to sleep for two, then asleep for perhaps three before battling to wake for the hour that remained, Deepa had developed a range of coping strategies for her digital burnout, one of which was a growing addiction to the accidental ASMR of premodern artisanal activity. As Jess sipped her coffee and tried to avoid the gaze of the massed, anonymous women on the walls, and Deepa scrunched her unshod toes into the carpet (another wind-down technique), Deepa’s computer speakers emitted the continuous and arrhythmic sound of chisel on stone. Deepa claimed these hour-long, unwavering streams of analogue endeavour relaxed her, and her collection appeared to be vast. During other visits, Jess had been subjected to thirty solid minutes of someone turning the pages of a book, or what seemed like an infinite loop of someone patiently sanding some wood.

         ‘So he was, what?’ said Deepa, staring at her feet as they gripped the carpet. ‘He was reading web addresses.’

         ‘And times and dates.’

         ‘Like an internet history.’

         ‘But with finer detail. There was part of what sounded like an email.’

         Deepa said nothing. She was still looking at her feet. Deepa’s attention was a complex and often conflicted thing. In much the same way as she never had fewer than ten browser tabs open, she rarely had fewer than four possible loci of focus and thought either. Jess had long ago given up trying to get her full attention and now accepted that Deepa was usually listening, even when she appeared to have no real awareness that Jess was there.

         ‘It was the mask though,’ said Jess.

         ‘I liked the mask,’ said Deepa vaguely.

         ‘It didn’t creep you out?’

         Deepa shrugged, then raised her naked foot to Jess’s face and wiggled her unvarnished toes.

         ‘Do these look normal to you?’

         ‘These what? You mean your toes?’ 

         ‘My toes, but more specifically my toe nails.’

         ‘They look … I mean, what do non-normal toenails look like?’

         Deepa put her foot back on the floor and turned to her computer.

         ‘Deepa, no,’ said Jess. ‘I don’t need to see—’

         But it was too late. Deepa had already image-searched abnormal toenails and now Jess was being confronted with a gallery of ingrown, fungal, cancerous, and untrimmed, talon-like toenails.

         ‘Deepa, for fuck’s sake. No. OK? Your toenails do not look like any of those toenails.’

         ‘You don’t think they’re kind of … thin? Or papery?’

         Deepa’s extraordinary capacity for digital information came with a range of side effects. The sleeplessness was probably the major symptom, but in the last few months hypochondria had been playing rapid catch-up. She had Web MD bookmarked. Every itch and ache was cross-referenced. In the past fortnight alone, she’d diagnosed herself with three new ailments.

         ‘I was talking about the mask, Deepa.’

         Jess had learned, through trial and error, the complex rhythm of acknowledgement and disregard Deepa required. She became irritated when ignored, but if you followed her distractions too far, the wormhole could prove bafflingly deep.

         ‘It was … I wouldn’t say blurred,’ said Deepa, her toes now momentarily forgotten but the search results still sadly tiled behind her, ‘but indistinct somehow.’

         ‘Maybe a mask made from a poor-quality image?’ said Jess, nodding towards the photographs over Deepa’s desk.

         But Deepa was done with the mask idea. Instead, she’d picked up one of the flyers left behind by the man at the party.

         ‘What don’t you want to share?’ she read. ‘Maybe a blackmail thing?’

         ‘I’m going to be very seriously fucked off if this turns out to be some kind of PR stunt,’ said Jess.

         ‘It probably will,’ said Deepa. ‘Everything does.’

         Jess’s brief nod in the direction of Deepa’s collaged image-library had now distracted her. She found the effect of all these layered stares unnerving – a visual white noise that was hard to ignore.

         ‘How’s this going?’ she said.

         ‘It’s endless,’ said Deepa. ‘I’ve abandoned all definitions of progress.’

         Deepa’s research was into what she called Digital Figurants – images of anonymous women long detached from their owners and now folded into the scenery and libidinal economy of the web – either used, siren-like, to lure lonely, late-night browsers onto the rocks of malware-heavy porn sites, or fashioned via 4chan into their own kind of currency; grouped into multi-gig archives and afforded value through erotic exchange. Her project was one of re-identification. She found these women, named them, and allowed them to talk. In doing so, she argued, something personal, something human, was reclaimed from the web’s imagistic swamp. It was both an opposite and complementary angle to that taken by Jess. For Deepa, the dislocation of image from identity was traumatic, abusive. For Jess, the deliberate creation of an identity gleefully unhinged from both the body and the personality that created it was liberating, rebellious. The point at which they met was exactly the space that other theorists contested: the blurry interstice between the real and the virtual, the online world and its unplugged counterpart.

         Deepa typed the web address from the flyer into her browser. The words WE ARE YOUR FACE filled the screen. Behind them, what appeared to be random images flickered at high speed: screen grabs of porn; time codes; an email inbox; snatches of forum chat. The effect was strobe-like, disorienting.

         ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Suspiciously intriguing.’

         Jess nodded wearily. It was something they often talked about: the uncanny, almost wizardly brilliance of viral marketing; the creeping feeling that only something boring could be relied upon to be serious.

         Deepa was still peering at the website. 

         ‘I don’t get all this public stuff,’ she said. ‘Why bother getting everyone in one place? If you’re doing something that’s genuinely underground or outsider, why risk being caught or identified? Seems kind of long-winded and resource-heavy to me.’

         ‘Bringing us back to something corporate.’

         They watched the screen quietly for a few seconds. Bits of breast; an erect cock; a credit card receipt; emails redacted with thick black lines.

         ‘People are sniffing around,’ said Deepa.

         ‘Around this?’

         ‘Around you.’

         ‘Well, no-one knows anything except you,’ said Jess.

         ‘Precisely the problem,’ said Deepa. ‘It’s starting to raise eyebrows.’

         Jess nodded. ‘Point taken. I’ll come up with something.’

         Deepa flopped back in her chair and placed her feet on her desk, where Jess, whose brain had not yet expunged the worm of doubt deposited there by Deepa, now stared at them, wondering if indeed the toenails were normal.

         ‘I say this as your friend and colleague …’ Deepa said.

         ‘Oh God, you only ever say that when you’re about to say something I don’t want to hear.’

         ‘I’m worried, that’s all.’

         ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

         Deepa replied with a simple look. Jess laughed. She put her coffee cup down and stood up.

         ‘OK,’ she said. ‘On that note.’

         Deepa nodded at the computer screen. ‘I’ll have a little play with this if I get time,’ she said. ‘One of us should probably look into it anyway.’

         Jess’s office was three doors down from Deepa’s, along a fiercely bright, frosted-glass corridor that ran along the front of the private research institute in which they worked. After the softer light of Deepa’s room, the glare was slightly unnerving. 

         Jess’s workspace contained almost nothing: a computer, a notebook, a shelf displaying only the most obvious and expected texts. The few clues to Jess’s life and work wore their good taste as a disguise: three Cindy Sherman self-portraits along the back wall, a Japanese Noh mask over the desk.

         She looked at the mask, noting the resonances it conjured in her psyche: the flat, sad gazes of the anonymous women in Deepa’s office; the woozy, rubbery blankness of the man at the party.

         We are your face, she thought. What don’t you want to share?

         She threw a few essentials into her bag, shut down her computer, and stepped out into the hallway, locking her office door behind her.

         Jess wasn’t sure when the architectural love affair with glass was going to come to an end but whenever it was it wouldn’t be soon enough. As politics and commerce had become murkier, so the buildings in which vital transactions took place had become ever more resplendently clear, as if recognising that in the flattened homogeneity of the present all actions, both benign and malicious, now looked the same: a squint at a screen, a series of keystrokes, the choreography of global espionage now no different to the microritual of online shopping.

         Cocooned in her car, cigarette lit, window down, she turned the key in the ignition and backed with excessive assertion out of her parking space. At the barrier, she had to use her swipe card to exit. This, Jess thought, was the cognitive dissonance of working at a research facility so heavily funded by a corporate monolith like Green. On one level, there was more intellectual freedom than at any of the country’s failing, intellectually incapacitated universities. She didn’t have to teach, for one, and although there was an expectation that she publish at least occasionally, there was none of the driving pressure to justify her work or make it profitable. As a result she could, when she was deeply immersed in what she was doing, just about convince herself that she was operating independently. But then she would leave her office, and be reminded once again that although her research wasn’t always as closely monitored as it could have been, she was arguably more observed than at any other time of her life. This was why so much of her work was done off site: to keep it safe, keep it hers. Because who knew in what ways Green might, one day, decide to follow up on their gift of funding?

         Either side of her, the woodland that ringed Edmundsbury’s outer edge began to blur, revealing itself not so much as nature but as a glitch in her optical experience of nature – a screen-smear of something once organic. She imagined she was moving not along a road but through fibre-optic cable, distilled to an infra-red essence. She had a fantasy that this was what happened when you died: you became pure data, informational light travelling at reeling speed, not quite free but fast enough to feel so.

         Situated almost in the centre of town, Jess’s destination – Nodem – had been founded by two self-proclaimed ‘techno-bedouins’ called Zero and One as a reaction against what they saw as the increasing corporatisation of both the web and the infrastructure on which it depended. As far as Zero and One were concerned, privacy was a life-or-death issue, so much so that they had renounced their names in favour of interchangeable binaries. Hooked up to its own off-grid server, and with not just each individual terminal but also the whole enterprise routed en masse through enough layers of encryption and redirection to send even the most hardened practitioner of online espionage screaming into the distance, Nodem aimed to couple that most antiquated of institutions – the internet café – with that most contemporary of demands – internet access that wasn’t monetised, monitored, and morally compromised. It was staffed, on principle, only by Zero and One. No-one had any idea how they were making enough money to stay open. The only people who used the place were the three or four most paranoid people in town.

         ‘Hey,’ said either Zero or One as Jess walked in. Zero and One’s names were indeterminate: they swapped them in order to maintain their anonymity. 

         ‘Why don’t you take, er …’ One (or Zero) gestured with unnecessary specificity towards the corner of the completely empty room. ‘Terminal three.’

         ‘Great,’ said Jess.

         ‘Brownie? Coffee?’

         ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Both.’

         Zero/One wiped his hands on his apron, on which was written I Don’t Need GPS to Find My Moral North, and disappeared through the beaded curtain at the back in search of provisions.

         Jess located terminal three and sat down. Nodem was, somewhat incongruously given its supposedly bleeding-edge manifesto of contemporary anonymity, rather homely. Its smell – over-baked brownie; wickedly strong coffee; dust warmed and singed on its journey through multiple CPU heat sinks – was soothingly familiar, its scavenged, mismatched aesthetic strangely charming. The terminals spanned several eras. Keyboards rarely matched screens. Coffee, when it came, would be in a random mug. The brownie would be served on whatever flat-ish device of outmoded data storage happened to be to hand.

         She fired up her terminal and opened a browser. Zero and One’s custom-built operating system was notoriously precarious. Colours spontaneously switched places, random windows strung with forbidding-looking lines of code erupted at will in little clusters and then vanished. Freezes were common, as were grinding, interminable lags in the browser, no doubt due to every keystroke bouncing from Venezuela to Estonia and back again before triggering anything. At times, you could practically hear the hardware wheezing. But slowness was, as Zero or One would point out to anyone who expressed any irritation at the speed of their browser, the point. It was the very need for immediacy, by now hardwired into every inhabitant of the hyper-developed world, that had led to so many people unthinkingly abandoning privacy and anonymity in the name of convenience and rapidity. 

         Regardless of whatever ideology of patience lay behind Nodem’s programming, being here too long made Jess uncomfortable. There was always, still, at this lingering, imminent moment as the little sand timer spun calmly in the centre of her screen and she waited for access, a complicated pinball game of emotions ricocheting around in her body. Excitement, a sense of daring, fear. Sometimes it was there from the moment she walked in; sometimes it arrived a little later. Then there was guilt, of course, and finally, always coming last no matter in what order the other emotions chose to announce themselves, a sense of grubbiness, almost shame.

         While the system took its sweet time, Zero/One wandered over with her coffee and brownie – the coffee in a chipped, dishwasher-bleached mug that looked like it had once carried a picture of Princess Diana, the brownie perched on a scratched CD ROM. Once he had fully retreated, Jess moved her fingers to the keyboard, and turned her attention to the question of who to become first.

         Today, there was only one persona at the forefront of Jess’s mind, primarily because she happened to know that he was at the forefront of so many other minds. The party last night had been instructive. Somehow, through that peculiar alchemy of virality, one of her creations had become not only noticed, but hyper-noticed – observed, discussed, and in demand. She now found herself in the bizarre situation of standing around at parties listening to people like Robert and DeCoverley pretend they knew someone of whom she categorically knew they had no direct knowledge. He couldn’t make it, sadly, she remembered them both saying. And what was all that stuff about demarcations he would or wouldn’t recognise?

         The timer on Jess’s screen stopped spinning and the page she was looking for loaded one element at a time. She typed Byron Stroud’s username into the email account she’d created for him. Sure enough, there were emails from everyone who’d been at the gathering: DeCoverley, Lionel Groves, one or two of the Theory Dudes, even Robert. 

         Byron: said DeCoverley’s email, in typically presumptuous fashion. Missed you at the thing last night. Would have been marvellous to have your voice there. We really must meet. A drink soon? JDC.

         My friend, said Lionel Groves’s email, already, in the space of two words, cleaving to Groves’s house style of self-aggrandising pomposity and gushing, weirdly antiquated sentiment. Such a shame to find you absent last night. Let us meet soon. Groves.

         Hi Byron, said Robert’s email. Was it just because Jess knew him and could hear, even in the simplest of written exchanges, his voice, or did his opening seem characteristically tentative? I’m not sure if you got my last email, but just in case you didn’t I thought I’d drop you a line again to say how nice it would be to meet up sometime. As I said in my previous email (apologies if you got it and are now reading this twice!), I’m such an admirer of your work, and I’d love to pick your brains whenever you have a moment. Like I said before (sorry again if I’m repeating myself), you can read what I’ve been working on here, here, here, and …

         The email was painful, awkward. Jess recoiled from its neediness, its sycophancy, its blunt depiction of a side to Robert that Robert kept from her. But she also, as she was reading it, recoiled from the fact that she was reading it at all. She had not, when she began this project, considered the potential for blurred boundaries. In retrospect, she had been guilty of precisely the dualistic fallacy she abhorred in the thinking of others. Of course, nothing was truly separable from anything else. The private, the public, the personal, the professional. Everything bled.

         Even transgression, she thought, logging out of Stroud’s email and redirecting her browser towards its next target, had a tendency to slip its moorings. You started out small and things swelled from there. Targets multiplied. Focus blurred.

         The comments section of The Command Line prompted her for a log-in. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, just as they always did, as if teasing her with the possibility that today they would change their mind, move on. 

         But the moment, as it always did, passed. Her fingers tapped out her username, JuBenja, and then hit enter.

         
            *

         

         Darkin had never been much of a one for knocks at the door. In the latter stages of his life, ambivalence had toughened into animosity. While Flo was alive, towards the end of her time with him, a procession of professionals had tromped through the flat delivering news that ranged from not very good to awful. The last knock had been when they’d come to take her off to the home. Two paramedics, two policemen, two social workers. One of them tried to get Darkin to sit on the sofa and have a cup of tea. Darkin was having none of it. Next thing he knew, he was in handcuffs and Flo was being stretchered down to an ambulance.

         The knock that rang out through the smoke and fug of Darkin’s living room on this particular day was not, it had to be said, particularly polite. It was sharp, insistent, pointedly excessive. He debated not answering it. His head was full of worrisome scenarios, most of which he’d picked up from The Record. He pictured himself opening the door a crack, peering round, only for it to be forced back in his face, knocking him to the floor. Men in balaclavas would burst in. Their voices would be Polish or black.

         Further clarification, shouted through the door in a kind of stand-off during which Darkin refused to co-operate until he knew who he was speaking to, yielded no reassurance. The man’s name was Jones. He worked for Downton. When Darkin opened the door, slightly out of breath after shuffling over with his stick, Jones stepped straight in, looking not at Darkin but at the flat, his lips and nostrils registering his response.

         ‘It can be hard to keep up with a place,’ he said.

         Jones’s suit was deep blue with an oil-on-water shimmer. He looked long and hard at Darkin’s twin sofas before perching himself with some discomfort on the outer lip of the one opposite Darkin’s habitual spot.

         Darkin didn’t say anything. He hadn’t liked the man when he’d heard him through the door, and he liked him even less now that he was addressing him in person. He sat down opposite Jones and reached for his fag packet. Kitchen timer be damned, he thought. These were exceptional circumstances.

         ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you not to smoke, Mr Darkin.’

         ‘It’s my flat.’

         ‘But for the moment it’s also my place of work.’

         Darkin lifted his fingers from the fag packet and picked up what was left of his tea. It was stone cold, but he wanted something to do with his hands.

         ‘What do you want?’ he said.

         ‘I could ask you the same question,’ said Jones. ‘What do you want, Mr Darkin? May I call you Alfred?’

         ‘No. What do you mean what do I want?’

         ‘I mean: what do you want from life? If I could wave a magic wand, what would you ask for?’

         ‘Can you wave a magic wand?’

         ‘You’d be surprised what I can do.’

         ‘I doubt that.’

         Mr Jones smiled politely.

         ‘How old are you now, Mr Darkin?’

         ‘Old enough.’

         ‘And your health is none too good, is it?’

         ‘Nothing wrong with me that a few spare parts wouldn’t fix.’

         ‘Indeed.’ Mr Jones paused. He looked as if he might be about to recline on the sofa but then thought better of it and leaned forward, interlacing his fingers between his knees. ‘We take our more senior residents very seriously, you know.’

         ‘Good to hear.’ 

         ‘Every now and then, we like to pop round and check on our vulnerable adults.’

         Darkin had heard the term vulnerable adult before, applied to Flo. Nothing good had come of it.

         ‘I’m not vulnerable,’ he said. ‘So you don’t have to worry.’

         ‘Oh, but you are, Mr Darkin. You’re very vulnerable.’ Mr Jones looked around pointedly. ‘Do you know what I see when I look around here? Hazards. Hundreds of hazards. Trip hazards, fire hazards. Do you think you’d survive a fall, Mr Darkin? In this place, I mean? Because there’s so much to knock against on the way down, isn’t there? Look at that table. Catch the corner of that and there’d be no helping you.’

         ‘I’ve survived so far.’

         ‘What I’m saying is, you manage now, but for how long?’

         When Darkin didn’t answer, Mr Jones pressed on.

         ‘Anyway, like I say, I just wanted to assure you that you’re listed on our system. That way, we can respond appropriately if anything happens. Obviously, as one of our owner-occupying tenants who has not signed up to our maintenance programme, you don’t rely on us to do your repairs. But as I’m sure you understand, we’re still responsible for all sorts of things that your wellbeing might depend on. If your gas or electricity supply was interrupted and you were unable to cook or heat the home, for example, a gentleman as frail as yourself could become ill very quickly. Just the same as if there was a carbon monoxide leak, you’d be far more likely to succumb to the fumes before you could exit the property. It’s very important we know these things, Mr Darkin, so we can keep you safe. Of course, if you ever began to feel that a different property would be more suited to your needs, we’d be only too happy to—’

         ‘I’m fine here.’

         ‘Of course you are, Mr Darkin. Of course you are. I’m just saying if—’

         ‘You won’t get me out.’ 

         ‘No-one wants to get you out, Mr Darkin. We just want to help you.’

         Darkin nodded. Mr Jones stood up and ran his hands quickly down the buttocks of his suit before giving the palms a quick glance.

         ‘I’ll be going,’ he said. ‘Just remember, we’re here if you need us.’

         He held out his hand for Darkin to shake. ‘Don’t get up. I can see myself out.’

         Darkin did not initially shake Mr Jones’s hand. He didn’t want to shake it and didn’t see why he should. But Jones didn’t let his hand drop. He just held it there, in front of Darkin’s face, smiling gently, not moving, until eventually Darkin shook it just to get rid of him. The moment their hands touched, Jones’s thin smile both broadened and softened, becoming genuine, toothy.

         ‘No-one holds out forever,’ he said. He reached down with his left hand to Darkin’s stick, which Darkin had propped between his knees. ‘Let me take this for you.’

         ‘No, it’s fine.’

         ‘It’s no trouble.’

         Darkin tried to reach for the stick but Jones had already lifted it away and taken a step back. The moment he was without it, Darkin felt a sudden, sharp panic.

         ‘Pleasure to meet you, Mr Darkin,’ said Jones, making for the door. ‘I’ll leave this right here.’

         
            *

         

         Robert parked his car a little way from the Larchwood and then walked the remaining distance. The estate lacked an obvious entrance. Instead, you found yourself amidst it, the street opening out into a generous but dilapidated square encircled by four-or five-storey blocks of flats.

         There were traces, even now, of what the Larchwood was once supposed to be. It rejected the grey uniformity of earlier, more brutalist efforts. The mid-rises were gently rounded at the corners and asymmetrical in height, lending them an off-kilter appearance. The walkways that ran along the fronts were created from a kind of decking. Plants had once lined the edges and crept up the walls, but the service contract had long since expired and the so-called vertical garden had died, leaving behind denuded stumps and dry, ropey remnants. At some stage, the decision had been taken to paint each door a slightly different shade, giving the whole estate a childlike, playful air. Once, Robert thought, the effect had probably been uplifting, but now, with all the colours thinned and bleached by rain, and much of the woodwork cracked by frost, the diluted palette was insipid, woozy.

         Aside from its physical deterioration, what really signalled the Larchwood’s grand failure had nothing to do with bricks and mortar and everything to do with atmosphere. The place was almost completely silent. Every visualisation and artist’s impression Robert had seen featured children playing while their associated adults stood around the square with cups of tea. But activity had drained from the shared spaces with dismal speed. There was still life here, of course: many flats, despite the purchase orders, the pressure to leave, and the increasing sense of abandonment brought on by the decanting process, were still inhabited, but their occupants existed largely in isolation.

         Now, a new vision of togetherness awaited the estate. Downton were hacking community. Not only would it be cohesive, it would also be profitable. Tenants would be able to use the site-specific social network for all the things people claimed had been lost. They could gossip, catch up, ask to borrow some sugar. Critically, though, they could do so more efficiently. Why go round all your neighbours asking for some sugar when you could just post a floorspecific request and check the replies?

         The implications were not merely social, but practical. Why send out engineers and security specialists when there might very well be expertise and know-how located right there within the building, able to respond immediately? With the Downton system, tenants would be able to list their skills and interests and show themselves as available for certain tasks. Community points accrued by an electrician picking up a few odd jobs in his own building during his off hours could, thanks to Downton’s proposed zoning of the development according to tenant profile, be exchanged for perks and rewards ordinarily reserved exclusively for upper-strata tenants, such as limited off-peak use of the promised rooftop garden, or even, ultimately, depending on how the reward-to-return ratio was calibrated, and depending, obviously, on tenants also having the necessary capital to fund the difference in value, a full property upgrade. Social mobility was back, and it had never been more fun.

         Robert decided to begin his search for a subject on the first floor and work his way up. That way, if he got lucky early on, he wouldn’t have expended unnecessary energy on the climb.

         Doorstepping people, it quickly transpired, was not a particularly popular thing to do in a place where every uninvited knock brought yet more dismal news. Not only, one ageing resident informed Robert, leaning on the jamb of her door and never taking her eyes off the walkway that stretched out behind Robert’s left shoulder, had Downton already sent their own ‘journalist’, who under cover of writing a ‘local colour’ piece had proceeded to skim from people’s recollections all kinds of valuable and ultimately unsettling data, they had also gone to great lengths to identify people who’d commented off the record to other reporters so that said individuals could be leaned on all the more forcefully. One man, hollow-faced with drained resolve, half-whispering through his barely ajar door, said that the day after an article appeared in which his name was used beside a comparatively harmless quote about the way in which the transfer of ownership had been handled, a letter had been hand-delivered advising him of a five per cent rent increase. A week after that, his electricity began to fluctuate – the lights flickering and dimming, the fridge clicking into sudden silence before whirring back to life three or four seconds later. It lasted, he said, two or three days, and he still, even though everything was now fully functional and the fault had almost certainly been a coincidence, couldn’t entirely shake the notion that the fluctuation had been (and here he paused, leaned closer, hissed the word through the crack in the door) a message. When Robert asked him why he was telling him all this if the only likely result was further pressure, the man said he’d signed, and so there was nothing more they could do to him. When Robert asked him how much he’d lost in the deal, the man said he didn’t want to talk about it.

         At the next door Robert tried, a younger man answered, propped up on crutches, a baby grizzling from a room somewhere behind him, the sound competing with the automatic weapons fire and gratuitous death-howls of what Robert assumed was a violent video game.

         ‘Oh, Downton,’ the man said with a grim smile. ‘Yeah, they’re round all the time. They’ve got this new thing where they come and check on you.’ He made quote marks in the air with his fingers, then tilted his head towards his crutches. ‘They like to make sure I’m OK.’

         ‘You use those all the time?’ said Robert.

         ‘Accident at work. I think I’m a particular irritation for Downton. Disabled, baby in the flat. They need to be a bit more careful than they have been with other people.’

         ‘They’ve been heavy with people you know?’

         ‘They’re not stupid. All the heavy stuff I’ve seen is when they’ve got some kind of legal basis. Rent arrears or whatever. Then they really pounce. Otherwise, it’s the friendly-but-not-friendly pop-round – you know, the quick chat, the discussion of your options.’ He laughed wryly, then ran a fingernail up the wall beside him, flaking paint and plaster coming away in a powdery cloud. ‘Or maybe they don’t come round at all,’ he said. ‘Maybe they just let you fester.’ 

         ‘Is anyone organising anything?’ said Robert. ‘Is there a tenants’ group?’

         ‘People are kind of worried about consequences,’ said the man. ‘But there are ideas floating around.’

         ‘Thanks,’ said Robert, unable to think of any more questions.

         ‘What’s your name?’ said the man.

         ‘I’m sorry?’ said Robert, hesitating.

         ‘So I can look for your piece.’

         ‘Townsend,’ said Robert, oddly reluctant to reveal his own name despite the fact he was asking people to reveal an awful lot more to him. ‘Robert Townsend.’

         ‘I’ll google you,’ said the man, giving a smile and a wave.

         It was all good detail, Robert thought, but it was nothing he, and by extension his readers, didn’t already know. He needed not the facts, but the personification of those facts: the one representative individual who could embody the situation.

         One level up, the first flat he came to did not bode well. The windows were filthy – streaked with dust, grime, and what looked like half a kebab. A light was on, but the curtains – yellowed and ragged and surely completely ineffectual when it came to keeping out the light, were drawn. He knocked anyway.

         For several seconds there was no answer. Then, as Robert was debating knocking again versus walking away, a voice – irritable and already defensive – came from inside the flat.

         ‘Hello?’

         ‘Oh,’ said Robert. ‘Hello?’

         ‘Who’s there?’

         ‘I’m … My name’s Robert. I’m doing some research in the area and—’

         ‘What sort of research?’

         ‘Just … research.’

         ‘If you’ve come from them, you can keep walking. One of your lot’s already been round.’ 

         ‘What lot?’

         ‘Downton lot.’

         ‘I’m not from … Did you say someone’s been round?’

         ‘What’s it to you?’

         ‘I was just interested to know if someone else has been round, that’s all.’

         ‘Never you mind who’s been round.’

         ‘OK. Look, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll—’

         ‘Hang on.’

         Robert paused, expecting the door to open. Nothing happened.

         ‘Hello?’ said the voice again.

         ‘Hello,’ said Robert. ‘I … Did you tell me to hang on?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘OK …’ There was another pause. ‘Er, hang on for what?’

         ‘I can’t get up.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I can’t get up. I need a hand.’

         ‘Are you hurt?’

         ‘No. He moved my sodding stick and now I can’t get up.’

         Robert tried the door.

         ‘It’s locked,’ he said.

         ‘I know it’s fucking locked, for fuck’s sake.’

         ‘Then how am I supposed to help?’

         ‘The window.’

         Robert moved over to the filthy, forbidding window and ran his fingers gingerly round the frame.

         ‘There’s no way in,’ he said.

         ‘Going to have to break it then, aren’t you?’

         ‘You want me to break your window?’

         ‘What are you, daft or something?’

         ‘I’m just saying there must be another way. Hasn’t someone else got a key? What about the fire brigade? I could call them and ask them to—’ 

         ‘Don’t call anyone,’ the voice said urgently. Then, more softly: ‘Please. Please don’t call anyone. I don’t want anyone to know.’

         ‘Alright,’ Robert said. ‘Don’t worry, OK? I’m going to help you, so just … You’re going to be fine. Alright?’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Even as Robert began looking around for something suitably solid and weighty, a perturbing thought was beginning to tickle at the fringes of his mind. His feelings, he noted, were in a state of oscillation: concern on the one hand, but on the other, uncomfortably, excitement.

         Outside a neighbouring flat, a small collection of broken furniture lay piled. Picking up a stool, Robert prised off the leg and, after a few trial strikes, used it to break the window.

         To say the smell that poured forth was a single smell would have been a gross oversimplification. It was a conglomeration of overlapping, intertwining olfactory experiences. The top note was fag smoke, but under the tar there was something far worse, far more complicated and human. Urine was involved, that was for certain, and also a very specific kind of sweat. Then there was everything Robert could see in the kitchen now that he was peering in: mouldering food, past-it milk, a fermenting, overflowing bin.

         Across the dingy living room, through a lingering cloud of smoke, Robert spotted the man he’d been speaking to. He was sitting on one of two sofas, looking across the flat, through the small, open-plan kitchen area, to the window. He was, Robert thought, quite extraordinarily thin. His beard was rough and grey, the moustache stained yellow in one corner. When he smiled a rather off-putting smile, Robert could see that the man’s teeth were almost brown.

         ‘I’m Robert.’

         ‘Darkin.’

         ‘Darkin?’

         ‘My last name. It’s what people call me.’

         ‘Right.’ 

         ‘Well, come on then. Hop in that window.’

         Robert pulled the window open as far as he could, took a deep breath, held it, and climbed up onto the window ledge. Beneath the window the sink was full of washing-up. Clambering over that, he ended up on the edge of the counter and was able to jump down.

         ‘My stick’s in the corner by the door.’

         Now that he was inside the flat, surveying the faded carpet and sagging sofa, the near-impenetrable ash cloud and the remains of what appeared to be nothing but sandwiches on the kitchen counter, it struck Robert that it was entirely possible Darkin had never left it, or not for a long time anyway. The place had that over-lived-in feel, a fleshy sense of its own microsystemic life. Everything in here, Robert thought, was positively teeming, but somehow, at the heart of it, was death, creeping in, going about its business.

         He saw a walking stick propped by the door, picked it up, and walked over and handed it to Darkin, who neither thanked him nor made any move to stand. Robert felt, without really being able to say why, that he was not expected to leave just yet.

         ‘Can I, er … get you anything?’ he said.

         ‘Might as well get the kettle on, eh?’ said Darkin, lighting up a fag. ‘You don’t mind if I smoke.’

         ‘Well …’

         ‘Wasn’t asking.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘The other bloke made a fuss about it. Now I’m all out of whack.’

         ‘What other bloke?’

         ‘The bloke before you. Said it was his place of work.’

         ‘Is he the one who moved your stick?’

         ‘That’s the one.’

         ‘Why did he do that?’

         ‘Because he’s a cunt.’

         ‘Was he from Downton?’

         ‘Yeah.’ 

         ‘And what did he want?’

         ‘To tell me I’m vulnerable.’

         ‘And then he moved your stick.’

         ‘Yup.’

         ‘Deliberately.’

         ‘Yup.’

         ‘And you told him you couldn’t stand up without it?’

         ‘Not exactly, but he knew.’

         Robert turned towards the kitchen and sought out the kettle. He tried to clear some of the limescale by swilling it under the tap a few times but it was a losing battle.

         ‘Where are your teabags?’ he called over his shoulder.

         ‘Cupboard above you.’

         Darkin’s cigarette was not merely generating smoke of its own but somehow reanimating the dormant smoke of fags gone by. Robert found the teabags alongside half a loaf of bread and a jar of jam whose label was so faded and sticky he could no longer make out the brand.

         ‘When was the last time you went shopping?’

         ‘Bloke goes for me.’

         There were two mugs in the sink. Gingerly, Robert lifted them out of the carnage by their handles and ran them under the hot tap. There was no sign of a sponge or a cloth so, with some reluctance, he squirted washing-up liquid onto his fingers and swished them around the inside of the mugs before rinsing a teaspoon he found lying on the side.

         ‘Lived here long?’ he said.

         ‘Long enough.’

         ‘Always on your own?’

         ‘Not always, no.’

         ‘Wife?’

         ‘Dead.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         Robert watched the kettle boil, testing words and phrases in his mind. Infirm old widower … harassed and intimidated …

         ‘You like it here?’

         ‘Not really. No sense moving now though.’

         ‘But you must have liked it when you moved here.’

         ‘It was alright then.’

         ‘It’s changed a lot.’

         Darkin nodded.

         ‘You probably remember when all of this was fields, right?’

         Darkin shot him a look. Robert moved on swiftly.

         ‘Sugar?’

         ‘Three.’

         That plus the fags explained the teeth, Robert thought. He found a bag of sugar on the side, its contents clumped and browned like cat litter, and dumped the requisite number of teaspoons in Darkin’s cup, already on the lookout for an opportunity to dispose of his own tea without appearing rude. He carried the two mugs over and set them down on the coffee table before perching himself on the sofa opposite Darkin. As the cushions took his weight, they exhaled their grimy history with a wheezing sigh. Robert was already building his piece in his mind. He would, he thought, punctuate it with sparse but tragic detail: the out-of-reach stick; the overflowing ashtray; the fact that Darkin’s jumper, now that Robert looked closely, was on inside out.

         ‘No-one gives a shit about people like me,’ said Darkin finally. ‘That’s the truth. We worked. We paid our taxes.’ He took an exploratory sip of his tea. ‘Like bloody dishwater.’

         ‘When you say we …’ said Robert, subtly recoiling from that casual first-person plural.

         ‘But that’s not what gets you ahead, is it?’ said Darkin, pointedly ignoring the question.

         ‘What isn’t?’

         ‘Working hard. Looking out for yourself. Not asking for anything. Doesn’t make a difference if your face doesn’t fit.’

         ‘Doesn’t fit where?’ 

         Darkin leaned forward and looked right down the barrel of Robert’s gaze in a manner that quickly caused Robert to discover much of interest in the contents of his tea.

         ‘My face … doesn’t … fit,’ said Darkin, jabbing the air with his fag-bearing index and middle fingers for emphasis. ‘Try and tell me different.’

         He sank back against the sofa cushions. ‘Don’t give me that look,’ he said.

         ‘What look?’

         ‘That judgemental look.’

         Robert held up his hands in what he hoped was the perfect picture of innocence. ‘No judgement here.’

         ‘Pull the other one,’ said Darkin. ‘You think I don’t know that look? Well, here’s news for you: I don’t give a shit.’

         ‘About what?’

         ‘About what you think.’

         ‘Right,’ said Robert, who found the idea of someone not caring what he thought strangely offensive. ‘Fine. I’m not asking you to.’

         ‘Then stop looking at me like that.’

         ‘I’m just … What do you mean your face doesn’t fit? Do you mean—’

         ‘Let me ask you a question,’ said Darkin.

         ‘OK.’

         ‘Equality …’ said Darkin.

         Something in Robert’s face must have shifted in a way he was unable to mask, because Darkin’s shifted in turn.

         ‘Yeah,’ said Darkin. ‘See? And you don’t even know what I’m going to ask yet.’

         ‘What?’ said Robert. ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘Equality,’ said Darkin. ‘Good thing or a bad thing?’

         ‘I …’ Robert faltered, reluctant for some reason to offer a response that might risk Darkin’s disapproval.

         ‘Good thing?’ he said tentatively. 

         ‘Are you asking or telling?’ said Darkin. ‘It’s a simple question.’

         ‘Good thing,’ said Robert. ‘Obviously.’

         ‘Obviously?’

         ‘Well … Yeah. Equality, right? It’s a good thing.’

         ‘How much equality?’ said Darkin.

         ‘What?’

         ‘How much equality?’

         ‘Well, until everything is equal, I suppose. That’s kind of the point of—’

         ‘Equal? Or more than equal?’

         ‘Isn’t more than equal the same as, you know, not equal?’

         ‘Say you go for a job, right?’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘And you’re qualified for that job.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘Do you think they’ll give it to someone like you?’

         ‘I’d like to think so.’

         ‘Then you’re living in a fantasy land.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because they can’t give it to you, can they?’

         ‘Because …’

         ‘Because they’ve got to give it to a foreigner. Quotas, isn’t it?’

         ‘Well, I don’t think—’

         ‘Look around here,’ said Darkin.

         ‘OK.’

         ‘These used to be for local people. How many local people you think live here now?’

         ‘Well, hardly anyone lives here now.’

         ‘But who do you think is going to live here?’

         ‘Rich people,’ said Robert. ‘That’s the point. They’re decanting—’

         ‘Decanting shit. They’re making room.’

         ‘Making room for—’

         ‘For all the foreigners.’ 

         ‘What foreigners?’

         ‘What foreigners. Listen to you. You know how many foreigners come to this country every year?’

         ‘About—’

         ‘Too many, that’s how many. And they’ve got to live somewhere, haven’t they? And because of all this bloody equality, instead of just telling them to go away, we say, yeah, sure, come and live here. We’ll give you a house, we’ll give you benefits. We’ll let you move your bloody family over here so you can all talk foreign to each other.’

         ‘But there’s no—’

         ‘The cities are full,’ said Darkin. ‘Been going on for years. Read the papers. Where do you think they’re going to go now? Got to go somewhere.’

         ‘But if you look at the statistics …’

         ‘Lies,’ said Darkin. ‘All lies. You can’t trust statistics. Who do you think makes all the statistics in the first place?’ He shook his head. ‘You want to get something out of this country? Change your colour.’

         There followed an uncomfortable silence.

         ‘Not that I’ve got anything against them personally,’ said Darkin.

         ‘Of course not,’ said Robert.

         ‘I’ve met some nice ones.’

         ‘Absolutely.’

         Distractedly, Robert picked up his tea and drank from it, only to remember the condition in which he’d found the cup. Hastily, surreptitiously, he returned the cup to the table, a bitter, possibly imagined aftertaste arising at the back of his throat. He sucked on his gums, working up his saliva, hoping to wash away or dilute whatever it was he’d just inadvertently consumed.

         
            *

         

         A strange and uncomfortable side effect of haranguing your partner in secret, Jess had found, was the extent to which you were guiltily sweet to them in person. Before the arrival of Julia Benjamin, the scent of something stagnant had hung around their lives. Now, they were refreshed. At pains to conceal what she did during the day, Jess slipped into a different skin in the evening – a skin Robert, to Jess’s increasing discomfort, seemed to like.

         ‘Hey hon,’ she said, breezing into the kitchen where Robert was cooking and depositing her laptop bag on a dining chair.

         This was another new phenomenon: these moments when she lost the ability to say his name, and so leaned on a term of endearment in order to address him.

         ‘Hey,’ he said, turning and smiling. He was at the cooker, something deeply red and strongly spiced simmering on the stovetop in front of him. From the tinny portable speaker on the worktop, a self-consciously relaxed American male droned his way through a podcast.

         She leaned in to kiss him. He tasted of chilli and tomato. Her lips came away tingling.

         ‘What’s this?’ she said, reaching past him and stirring what was in the pot.

         ‘An experiment,’ he said. ‘Constructed entirely out of what was to hand. You want some wine?’

         She sat down at the dining table and rested her feet on a chair.

         ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Half a glass.’

         ‘Staying sharp for the big event?’

         ‘Something like that.’

         He put half a glass of red in front of her and then topped up his own from the bottle.

         ‘Any idea what you’re expecting?’

         She shook her head, shrugged. ‘Who knows? Could be anything. Could be bullshit.’

         ‘What does Deepa think?’

         Deepa, in Robert’s pronunciation, was always italicised. He didn’t like her, probably because he was aware she didn’t like him. Out of a sense of decorum, though, he’d been able to distil his feelings into the simple pointed utterance of her name, thereby avoiding any protracted disagreement. It annoyed Jess, but she accepted the compromise. Sometimes it even amused her.

         ‘Deepa thinks it’s probably bullshit.’

         ‘Is there anything she doesn’t think is bullshit?’

         ‘She’s open to persuasion in terms of things being bullshit or not bullshit, but nine times out of ten she decides they’re bullshit. To be fair, eight times out of nine she’s right.’

         He didn’t argue. This was the rhythm of living with someone, Jess thought. You knew what each other believed. You could allude and move on. Arguments were a conscious choice.

         ‘For what it’s worth,’ said Robert, fussing over the sauce, ‘I agree with her.’

         Jess widened her eyes in faux disbelief, reared her head back a little to emphasise the tease, but smiled while she did it.

         ‘I know, I know,’ said Robert, laughing. ‘I’m losing my edge.’

         She still didn’t know what to do with this new-found ease. She enjoyed it, fretted about it, wanted more of it, yet was unable to relax when it occurred. She was operating at multiple levels of reality, she thought. Everyone was, in their own particular way. What was different for her now was that all her levels were transparent, like glass floors in a soaring building. She could look all the way down from her happiness, through the charm and ease that fed it, to the vertiginous lower levels of her guilt.

         ‘How was your day?’ she said.

         He shook his head, suddenly serious.

         ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Awful, really.’

         She put her glass back down on the table and looked up at him with concern, mirroring his tonal shift. ‘What happened?’

         ‘Well it got off to a flying start because I had to have a Skype call with Silas, which is always, you know, an exercise in total fucking surreality. I was trying to get him to do something about the comments  section. Which he totally won’t do, by the way.’

         ‘I told you.’

         ‘I know, but it’s driving me mad. Anyway, the point is that Silas has got this thing about humanising the estate story. You know, finding a single story that provides a kind of empathetic hook or whatever.’

         ‘Not a terrible idea. Particularly by Silas’s standards.’

         ‘No, by Silas’s standards it’s basically a moment of genius. So I went over to the estate and knocked on doors and asked around and all that. No-one really wanted to talk, as you can imagine.’

         ‘Scared, I assume,’ she said, taking another sip of wine.

         ‘Very scared. With good reason. So I was knocking on doors, getting what I could, and I got to this real scene of a flat. Stuff smeared on the windows. Dark. And when I knocked on the door, this guy called out, saying he was stuck and couldn’t get up. He wouldn’t let me call anyone, so I ended up breaking his window to help him.’

         Robert had stopped attending to whatever he was cooking and was now standing with his back to it while it popped and spat behind him. He was looking not at Jess but slightly past and above her.

         ‘It was this old guy,’ he said flatly. ‘Stuck on his sofa. Couldn’t get up. Said someone had been round and moved his stick. Flat was …’ He shook his head. ‘Filthy. Stank.’

         ‘Jesus. What did you do?’

         He shrugged. ‘What could I do? Made him a cup of tea. Chatted.’

         ‘Hey,’ she said, gesturing to the empty dining chair beside her with her foot, ‘come and sit down.’ When he did so, she slid off her shoes and rested her legs across his lap. ‘So what are you going to do?’

         At this, he seemed to snap out of his momentary drift elsewhere. ‘Oh, write about it,’ he said firmly. ‘For sure. It’s perfect.’

         ‘People need to know,’ said Jess.

         ‘Right.’

         He’d begun bouncing his knees slightly, making it difficult for her to rest her legs on them. He took a swig of his wine, his eyes narrowing slightly. 

         ‘That’ll give her something to think about,’ he said, almost, but not quite, to himself.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Oh …’ He waved the moment away, his knees still again. ‘No-one. That woman.’

         ‘The commenter?’

         ‘Yeah. Julia whatever.’

         ‘Why would it—’

         He shook his head, got up, and returned to the cooker.

         ‘I just think if the piece was emotive enough, she’d have a lot of difficulty doing her usual cynical deconstruction in the comments section, that’s all. And even if she did, I don’t think she’d find it was met with the usual level of appreciation.’

         ‘But that’s not a reason to—’

         ‘Of course it’s not the reason. I’m just saying that it would be a nice little bonus, that’s all.’

         He’d put his wine down on the worktop and turned to face her. This was something that happened to them now. The opportunity for an argument would present itself. They would look at each other, weigh up the extent to which they wanted to yield to temptation. Then, usually, they would simply move on, skirting around the booby-trapped moment.

         ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Human-interest stories tend to put off the trolls.’

         He nodded.

         ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘We should eat.’

         
            *

         

         While they ate, they talked about the day’s events on the web, asking each other if they’d seen this or that post, tracked this or that social media shitstorm, or caught a glimpse of whatever eye-rolling thinkpiece headline was currently whipping up derision across right-thinking networks. This being dinner, they selected things about which they could agree. Some digital– analogue distinctions, Jess thought, still applied. Online, the aim was to court controversy. At home, you cherry-picked for accord. Points of reference were not difficult to locate. They had, like everyone they knew, seen broadly the same things, and entertained broadly the same thoughts about the things they’d seen. She’d begun to feel that the unspoken aim of these evening conversations was reassurance. It was their way of telling each other they were still in the same place, still reachable via familiar coordinates. They had to tell each other this, she thought, because the place they’d reached was in fact not familiar at all. Territory had shifted beneath them. Their maps had failed to update.

         Whatever this was – this non-space of domestic harmony and digital dissent – had begun, as everything now seemed to begin, with an article. Some years back, when her academic career had been more nascent, Jess had published a piece of research on masculine identity within online gaming culture. Roughly a month later, a counter-article appeared, written by an increasingly notorious ‘thinker’ called Stefan Ziegler, who at the time was building a name for himself as a populist quasi-intellectual adept at dressing up anachronistic opinions in the trendy garbs of big data and repackaging his assumptions as ‘unintuitive’ thinking. By the time he wrote this particular article, he’d already published numerous thinly veiled troll-pieces masquerading as mathematical insights on, among other things, the bell curve, the statistical improbability of rape as a real-life occurrence, and why game theory could be used to make the case against foreign aid to the developing world. He was, basically, a bigot with sums, and in the self-satisfied geek-bro circles in which he performed his ideas, sums were the going currency.

         In this particular piece, Ziegler had put forward the argument that the hyper-masculinised and essentially misogynistic culture of online gaming, far from being a distasteful throwback to a pre-enlightened age, was a perfect example of the way in which super-charged male competition gave rise to a highly productive strain of male co-operation. That this very specific strain of masculine bonding flourished in an environment where male aggression towards women went largely un-policed, Ziegler contended, was strong evidence in favour of the idea that certain workplaces, far from striving towards the kind of messy equality that was, at the time, so much in vogue, should in fact strive towards less equality in the name of greater productivity. As was his style, Ziegler had bombarded his readers and editors with data. In doing so, he had not only appropriated Jess’s research without crediting it, he had also used it to draw conclusions offensively at odds with her own.

         Deeply hip to Ziegler and his ilk’s rhetorical strategy of drawing people into an argument and then accusing them of becoming ‘emotional’, Jess met data with data, publishing a paper in a sympathetic academic outlet clarifying her own work and deconstructing Ziegler’s misinterpretation of her findings. Ziegler, in turn, ignored all of Jess’s points, stripped out two or three mildly contentious passages from her article, and posted them, shorn of context and padded with foaming interjection, onto his blog, where they were fallen upon by all the raging gamer man-children and men’s rights activists who’d read in Ziegler’s earlier piece a long-awaited anti-feminist rallying cry. Within twenty-four hours, Jess was subjected to over five hundred tweets threatening her with everything from professional disgrace to rape and death. Someone got hold of her personal email address and posted it on a forum. Her home address and mobile number leaked. Photographs of anonymised men standing on her street or even outside her house were splashed across the web. A wreath was delivered to her door.

         In some ways, Jess was prepared for this. She’d always suspected, given her work and gender, that at some point a bunch of feral men were going to go to town on her reputation. She’d seen numerous colleagues go through similar things. What she was less prepared for, however, was Robert, and the way his response to what was happening fell so far short of what she expected and demanded his response should be. For all his rhetorical bluster in his columns, Robert was, like most men who press the language of conflict into the service of intellectual debate, pretty averse to actual confrontation. Given the fairly incontrovertible evidence of what Jess was experiencing, downplaying what was happening was difficult. Instead, he opted for the next most convenient course of action: querying the reasons for its occurrence.

         ‘He could have stolen anyone’s work,’ was one of his most oftrepeated pronouncements. ‘I’m not saying it was OK he ripped off your research but I don’t think he ripped off your research because you’re a woman. He ripped off your research because it was the research he needed for his piece.’

         ‘Everyone gets hate on the internet,’ was another favoured rhetorical position. ‘I mean, literally everyone I know who writes online gets some kind of abuse. It’s not necessarily gendered.’

         Here, Jess would generally point out that she was fairly certain none of Robert’s male friends had received emails to their personal address and texts to their supposedly private mobile phone number describing in graphic detail all the things the anonymous sender intended to do to their genitalia. Nor, she assumed, did many of the insults received by these possibly made-up friends refer specifically to their gender as if it were their gender itself that was repellent. In an effort to drive home to Robert exactly what she was being asked to deal with, Jess had taken out her phone in the kitchen and begun reading messages aloud at random.

         I’ve got a crowbar I’m gonna bring round your house and shove up your fucking cunt you fenimist bitch.

         Good luck getting raped you ugly fat whore.

         Enjoy your last hours alive, cunt.

         At this point, to his credit, Robert had visibly paled, then become apologetic, and then, finally, angry on her behalf. So angry, in fact, that he had written about it, in one of his first, and, as it turned out, defining posts for The Command Line. Almost as quickly as she had found herself attacked, Jess became the subject of swelling online support. A charity set up to help women experiencing online harassment became aware of the situation and offered to help. They scrubbed Jess’s accounts, rebuilt an untraceable life for her, and even, in a move Jess particularly enjoyed, de-anonymised many of her attackers, allowing Jess to send personalised greetings cards to their home addresses, letting them know exactly with whom they were fucking, and what they could expect to happen if the fucking continued. The worker assigned to Jess by the charity was Deepa, who volunteered for them whenever she wasn’t at work on her research. When things had died down, Deepa had pointed out the position at the institute and suggested Jess go for it, a move that, conveniently in terms of both physical safety and ongoing solvency, meant leaving London. Little by little, things settled. Jess and Robert settled with them. His career picked up; hers progressed. They were solvent, safe, successful, and, superficially, happy.

         But in her quieter, undistracted moments, an anger that had nested and bred began to show itself. At work, or out with friends, or chatting with Robert, she felt largely herself. But at night, as she tried to sleep, or driving the country roads with little in the way of traffic to sustain her attention, Jess would be struck by a rage that reared up from within and then, finding no reasonable outlet, thrashed around inside her, kicking up torn scraps of discarded memory and trampled feelings. Bits of online messages would flash up in front of her eyes. Threats would once again seem imminent. She would picture Ziegler’s face, recall passages from his article that still, even with all this time having passed, made her skin hum with fury. She even started seeking out her own fuel, sitting up late into the night, long after Robert was asleep, poring over Ziegler’s latest article, or tracking yet another eruption of misogynist harassment online, cranking herself into a pointless, insomniac fury.

         Robert began to struggle. His support remained, but his understanding  faltered. As far as he was concerned, the event was over. They had handled it, come out on top. It was a time, he seemed to think, in which they ought to be congratulating themselves. Sometimes, he would climb up to the attic where she worked, dressed for bed and upset by her absence, and peer over her shoulder at her online reading. He’d try to soothe her, distract her, charm her away. Let it go, he’d say. It’s over, let it go. And she’d smile and allow herself, on the surface at least, to be calmed. She agreed with Robert, felt reassured by his concern. It was over; she did need to let it go.

         It struck her that perhaps what she needed to do in order to let it go was express it, release it somehow, in a way that wouldn’t simply set the whole cycle off again. And so, late at night, in a desperate bid for sleep unpunctuated by the rattle and buzz of whatever was trapped inside her, she created a blank Twitter account from which she called Stefan Ziegler a cunt.

         She had wanted, quite simply, to know how it felt. As soon as she did it, she knew: it felt complicated. The moment she hit the button to send the tweet, an event was created around which her thoughts and feelings began to orbit. There was an initial thrill; a few sweaty, adrenalised moments, but at the same time, various sub-strata of sensations began to press upwards from beneath her enthusiasm: a sense of shame, a suspicion that she had, in some small way, reduced herself or, worse, been reduced by a situation she should have resisted or evaded.

         Just as she was considering deleting the tweet, though, Ziegler acted. The difficulty for Jess was that he did not act in any of the ways she had anticipated (a cutting response, a call to his followers to attack, the redeployment of Jess’s abuse as further evidence of Ziegler as world-weary victim, etc.). Instead, he simply, without a word, blocked her, thereby rendering Jess’s new anonymous Twitter account effectively useless. Online violence, she now saw, was a more sophisticated endeavour than she had initially envisaged.

         Over the next day or two, the sense that she had been both attacked by and refused entry to a system that callously wielded aggression with no concession to consequence scratched away like a burrowing animal in her brain. It was as if both anonymity and visibility had been denied her. When she attacked Ziegler intellectually, in public, she was threatened. When she hectored him anonymously, nothing happened. As herself, she was too visible to safely function. As an anonymous heckler, she wasn’t notable enough to make an impact. Where, she thought, did that leave her? What options were available? If Jess became certain of anything in the days that followed, it was that simply giving up and getting on with some less controversial research was not an option. After that kind of retreat, she thought, her life would be intolerable. She would be intolerable to herself.

         The Ziegler experience was harrowing, but informative. She came to think of it as the inverse revelation to that of Dorothy in Oz. Jess had not pulled back the curtain to find a wizened old man operating the controls of a monster; she had swept aside the old man and exposed the vastness of the beast behind him. There would always be Zieglers: self-interested, self-protective men masking their ambition and prejudice behind so-called analysis. It was what supported Ziegler that appalled her: an apparatus of misogyny in which opinion was the greenhouse for aggression, discussion the doorway to harassment.

         So the problem became less one of revenge, and more one of statistical proof. A tessellating system of hostility had revealed itself to her; now she needed to unmask it to others. To do this, she needed to drag it from its natural habitat – the world of opinion and rhetoric and flippant, combative dismissal – and into the very space it falsely professed to inhabit: the world of research; the world of cold, hard, verifiable reality.

         It would be no good, she thought, doing this as herself. Her name as a researcher was now, thanks to Ziegler, inextricably linked to the worst elements of that which she wanted to research. The only option, it seemed, was to become someone else entirely. Or, to be more specific, not one person, but many: an infiltration team.

         She began working on fake CVs – falsified publication histories that would take weeks to unravel. She pitched widely, operating as both men and women. Her fields of interest were broad, carefully calibrated to draw on her talents without overlapping with her actual work. Personalities began to emerge, and with them, opinions. Paradoxes in her own thought became enmities between the minds she had imagined.

         As complicated as the maintenance of these separate strands of activity quickly became, Jess’s multiple bylines and viewpoints were merely the user interface of what she was piecing together. Behind the personae, behind the ideas and opinions she was imagining, Jess crafted a system of analysis that tracked the repercussions of her rhetorical interventions across the web. Every tweet, every sentence in every thinkpiece, every comment below the line, every shared link, could now, because Jess was in control of so many more variables than the average online user, be tracked and mapped as they made their way along the pathways of thought and response that shaped the web. It was the online equivalent of a barium meal. She fed ideas into the internet’s hungry maw, then traced their progress through to its bowels.

         Robert, meanwhile, was thriving. His piece on internet misogyny for The Command Line had accrued a readership far beyond his usual reach. As a result, he now spoke about inequality with a new-found confidence. He’d written a piece on how men could contribute to challenging misogynist discourse. He built a following on Twitter, and became known for his socially minded interventions and carefully targeted trolling of bigoted celebrities. Soon after they’d moved to Edmundsbury, he’d heard about the plans for the Larch-wood, and had claimed the cause as his own.

         And of course, Jess loved to see him thrive. Who, she would often ask herself, when she began to doubt the extent to which she welcomed his success, did not love to see their partner thrive? And who could possibly complain about his credentials? He had, after all, supported her in the most public way possible, and now wrote with what appeared to be genuine passion about issues she admired him for taking on.

         But the more adulation Robert attracted, the more she was reminded that in many ways his success had its roots in her harassment. The more she watched Robert confidently making feminist assertions at parties, in print, even at home, in the kitchen, where he increasingly felt comfortable debating with her the finer points of third-wave feminist praxis, the more she found herself reminded of exactly what it had taken to trigger his much-congratulated awakening: her having to read those threats and degrading insults to him, out loud, in their home, visibly distressed, effectively rubbing his face in something he should have recognised from a comfortable distance.

         She knew all the ways her discomfort would sound if she described it, and all the ways Robert would respond. It was jealousy, he would think, bitterness. She wasn’t happy with how her career had turned out and so was lashing out at his. She was still angry with Ziegler, with the men who had attacked her, and now was shifting that anger onto him, even though he had, quite demonstrably, been there for her when she needed him. He could even provide citations for his support. How many people could do that?
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