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To the editor of Now newspaper,

We’re sending this manuscript hoping you’ll do the right thing. Please, contact the government after you publish our account. Your newspaper is respected the world over. You told the world about the diet pills fraud, but our story is so much bigger. What you’re about to read needs to be broadcast in every country. The worst scenario has already happened in the UK. How long will it be before the ‘treatment’ FixMe has developed reaches every continent?

Just so you know, we’re not random gold-diggers. I’m a writer. My friend was a social worker for many years. We’re legit. I went with her to the medical facility and witnessed those poor, poor people and what had been done to them. A few years ago, I, too, was a victim, though I’ve been luckier than most—my treatment was administered before the medicines were fully developed. Before they reached optimum potency. I escaped before they forced me through the final stages of transformation. I’m scared, yes. But I get by with Brenda’s love.

Jesus Christ, though, I’ll never forget the cots! Diapers and butterflies bring it all back.

We set fire to the horror of the newly borns one hour ago—but I’m getting ahead of myself. You wouldn’t believe me anyway. You’ll need to see the evidence of lives ruined for yourself, the abhorrence and arrogance of FixMe, and maybe most charities. Do any of them help, or do they exist merely to reinforce the hierarchies? You can make your own minds up.

Anyway. Be careful. My advice is to travel with a guard, and don’t call the police. For all we know, they’ve already signed a deal with FixMe and are part of their loyal team. Maybe they always were.

The FixMe birthing facility can be found off the Leftway, on the outskirts of Barnsley. Take the turning that says industrial units and keep driving until you hit another roundabout. Take the first left. The factory is at the end of what looks like a dirt track. There was a mural of a butterfly painted on the bricks. Maybe it was ruined in the flames.

We don’t know what evidence remains—as the fire raged, we ran and didn’t look back. Please, just sift through the debris until you find the human bones we know are there. We saw three cocoons, but the factory was huge. Maybe there were hundreds.

Hand on heart, this is a true account of what happened and what’s probably happening right now in a different town. Don’t let FixMe get away with it, and please find the other hospitals before anyone else ends up strapped to the beds, calling for mummy, starving for food, and dreaming of butterflies.


Chapter One

Brenda

THOMAS ALMOST SMILED. “We need evidence, Bren. It’s not enough to say you’ve made a difference. We know you have, of course. We are behind you, supporting you all the way. Certainly. But the funders—You understand. What FixMe need, FixMe get! Ha, ha, ha.”

Brenda’s stomach created a series of sounds and sensations similar to an operative building site. She became breathy and lightheaded and felt under attack. When she tried to speak, all that came out was air. “Off. Oof.”

A spray of spit landed on Thomas. He removed his glasses with a Dickensian grimace. “How many cases have you got? I trust you’ve brought the notes?”

Notes? Cases? Brenda turned a snort into a cough. She’d known on the first day the job would be a pile of crap.

FixMe, a newly established charity, worked with people stuck in a cycle of crime. The job description boasted a worthy ethos and decent pay. The cold realities of the work had proved less attractive—no training or support, no induction, no structures or pathways, no risk assessments or colleagues.

All Brenda had been offered as support was a tiny office in a storage facility. Thomas was based far away at an undisclosed location. Once a week, Brenda received an email with a list of names to contact and a reminder that she was doing an extraordinary job.

Since starting the job, she’d trailed the streets, visiting crack dens and prisons. Got nowhere. She’d made hundreds of desperate phone calls to the police and cried in the storage facility toilets. Increasingly, she’d return home by one o’clock and chain-smoke in bed.

“Fourteen cases,” she lied. “Two more sign-ups this week.” She’d meant to say four, which would’ve been an exaggeration since she had no cases. No cases. Zero. A big, fat nothing.

Thomas pointed one long finger; hand poised in mid-air. “Fourteen?” His fingernails were brown as if he’d been scratching at graveyards.

Brenda nodded and then couldn’t stop. Her head went up and down like one of those car toys attached to the dashboard, trapped by motion and movement. Stuck forever.

“You’ll need to up your load to fifty by the end of March.” Thomas licked his lips. “At least. A hundred would be even better, wouldn’t it? Hmm?”

Brenda’s voice hit the unpleasant notes of a shriek. “Fifty?”

“You sound surprised, Brenda. Fifty. Yes. If we want to get paid. And we all want money, don’t we?” Thomas tapped the desk with his FixMe pen, decorated with pretty butterflies. “Payment by results. It’s the deal. Hasta la vista, baby.”

Brenda’s resolve not to argue snapped. The words tumbled out. “But it’s not possible. It’s not! We’re talking about people with numerous barriers who’re entrenched in harmful behaviours. Most of them have mental health issues. There’re no easy fixes. It’s hard enough getting hold of them in the first place. They leave custody and disappear. I have no way of finding them.” Under the table, Brenda’s hands found each other. Her bottom lip wobbled. “I’m struggling. I can’t do it.”

Thomas sighed. He tapped his pen on the desk every few seconds.

To Brenda, the noise of the pen was a frantic heartbeat and the background music of a cult horror film. Tap, tap, tappety tap.

Thomas tapped aggressively. “Have you sought referrals from statutory services? Police and Probation. Social Services. Et cetera.” His head began wobbling like Brenda’s. “I presume so because you assured me it was the case last time we spoke. Hmm?”

Had she? Brenda tried to think back, to be professional and robust, efficient and resourceful, and all she’d promised at the interview. Effective? She’d been drinking too much and not sleeping, and anyway, her memory wasn’t what it used to be. “I. Yes.” It was all she could manage.

Thomas shifted some butterfly-patterned papers. When he spoke, it reminded Brenda of a film about interrogations. “Last supervision. The fourteenth of the month. Two p.m. You reported the project as going well with no issues. We’ve had ten supervisions altogether. It’s been gratifying having such a dedicated and positive employee.” He smiled nastily.

Brenda suddenly needed the toilet.

“As you know, I’m a stickler for paperwork! You haven’t said anything before about lack of engagement.” Thomas grinned mawkishly, revealing a set of perfectly white teeth. “Though you’ve made many statements about your great strides in turning lives around—creating butterflies from maggots. We do have a clear policy of honest reporting, after all. But you know this. You signed the supervision notes. Didn’t you, Bren?”

Brenda didn’t think there’d been any supervisions or signatures. She was sure. Almost sure. The room smelled of bleach and chemical lemons. She hoped she hadn’t pissed herself again. Sweat or tears dripped down her face and onto the table. She felt sick.

“Butterflies from maggots? Pretty sure it’s not possible.” She fell into laughter and couldn’t stop. Fucking butterflies.

Thomas watched.

Brenda couldn’t meet his eyes. Couldn’t. Her last job had ended because of a poor sick-leave record, though the official reason given had been “lack of funding.”

At home, the pile of bills had reached the same height as the vase Luke had made for Mother’s Day when he was eight.

“If you keep this up, Brenda, you’ll be eligible for a pay increase. Here at FixMe, we believe in rewarding our employees.” Thomas laughed coldly. “Helpers. Let’s say helpers instead of employees. We’re all in this together. One big, happy family!” The temperature in the clinical room plummeted, and still, Thomas didn’t stop. “I’m sure you could use the extra money.” He sniffed suddenly like a dog searching out meat.

How excited she’d been to get this job! After the job offer, Brenda and Luke had visited a posh pizza restaurant to celebrate. She’d written a debt reduction plan and joined a gym. Bought memory foam walking shoes and a fitness tracker.

She started to speak, but a scratchy throat stalled the words, cork in a bottle. This job was her last chance to do good—succeed—to get back her confidence and find satisfaction at last. Maybe, self-esteem restored, she could even look for Sally.

A tear slunk from the corner of Brenda’s eye. She thought of Luke and tried again.

“I don’t think fifty is possible, not in a year. I’ll be lucky to work with and make a difference to five people. But isn’t that what it’s all about? Quality, not quantity? FixMe isn’t a human conveyor belt. We care. You can’t rush relationships, can you?”

Thomas abruptly stood and stalked to the wall. His crumpled navy suit had become sprinkled with dandruff and shiny patches. “Not what I want to hear, Bren, not at all.” He prodded the bright red diagram that covered most of the wall. “FixMe fixes, and FixMe cares.”

He turned to face Brenda and opened his hands as if offering an explanation. “You see? No ifs and no buts. We find ways of caring. We look. We invent. We care, and we care, and we care. You see?” The way he said ‘care’ rhymed with ‘fur’, and ‘mangy cur’.

Brenda erupted again into horsey giggles.

Thomas narrowed his eyes and waited until her shoulders stopped shaking. “Otherwise, no salaries. D’you see? We’re paid to deliver. Our funders are particular. By the end of month seven, we will have provided statistics and case studies.” Thomas coughed. “Evidence. Payment by results.”

Brenda clutched at her trousers, thinking about mortgage payments. She was deeply in arrears, hadn’t yet caught up from the year of unemployment. Luke would start college in September. He’d need clothes and a laptop, food and rent. Her debts ran up to twenty-eight grand on the credit cards, not including store cards and overdrafts.

Thomas sat back down and began tapping his pen until it fell apart. “I’d like to offer you a support package. I have faith in you.”
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