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			To Finlay, Milo and Sylvie.
The best things come in threes.

		

	
		
			Guilty

			/gilti/
adjective

			* culpable of or responsible for a specified wrongdoing.

			* justly chargeable with a particular fault or error.

			* conscious of, affected by, or revealing a feeling of guilt.

		

	
		
			April 2018

			Judge Rupert Harwood’s sentencing, 
Central Criminal Court, London

			It is clear from the outset you have lied and deceived and shown precious little remorse for what you have done. Rather than accept your crime, you have tried to shift the blame on to others in the most callous way imaginable. It is typical of the contempt you have shown for your victims and for the court.

			Be in no doubt, you will pay a high price for your actions.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			One

			Joe

			Lewes Police Station
October 2017

			Let me say this: cracking Libby’s skull was not part of the plan. I can’t even remember hitting her; it was more of a violent push in the deep heat of an argument and before I could do anything to change the outcome, she was flying backwards, her head making a strange metallic sound as it connected with the stone floor. Ting! That’s the only way I can describe it, like one of one of those instrumental triangles we used to play in school. It was a shame about the floor too – if it had been a shag pile carpet rather than porcelain, Libby might not be unconscious in hospital. But I’m certain safety was not uppermost in their minds when they were designing that house. It was all sharp angles and hard surfaces and glinting, gleaming glass that allowed your own reflection to stalk you.

			I don’t mention any of these misgivings to the police, though. My solicitor has advised me it’s not a good line of defence. They’re hardly going to charge a floor covering with a violent crime, he says.

			It’s me they have in their sights, at any rate. Every question is angled towards my guilt. What I did. What I failed to do. My shortcomings – of which there are many – have been itemised and catalogued, and while individually they appear harmless enough, their combined effect in the harsh light of the interview room creates an unsettling picture. I don’t doubt this is the ploy, the web the officers are spinning around me. But it is an effective one nevertheless. Having listened to their accusations and character assassinations for the best part of eight hours, I’m beginning to scare myself.

			The main issue appears to be my scant adherence to the rules. Yes, it’s true, there are rules of engagement when you find yourself in such situations. Say your wife or child goes missing, say you stumble across a body, or in my case, you happen to knock out a loved one, there are set procedures and scripts to follow. Firstly, you raise the alarm. You call 999. You attempt to help the victim. You account for every second spent before help arrives. Officer, I passed wind at 2.02 p.m. You display the correct mixture of horror, fear and sadness. You cry the requisite amount of tears. Basically, you’re aiming for high levels of authenticity in every single action. Anything too forced or overly dramatic will arouse suspicion. Anything too casual and you are cold and callous. It’s a balancing act and I’m no circus entertainer. I’m failing spectacularly.

			I did nothing. Try explaining that one away. I tell them I panicked but even that’s not true. I wasted precious minutes standing over Libby unable to compute what had happened. There was nothing left inside me, no nerves or sensory receptors to send messages to my brain. Even when finally I leant over her to assess the level of damage, I became instead mesmerised by my own face, gawping at me from the polished brilliance of the porcelain floor.

			Well, look what you’ve done.

			You thought you were special.

			Turns out you’re every bit as bad as the rest.

			The officers say they want to know everything, but this is a lie. They want to know everything around the narrow field of their investigation, scavenging for morsels of extraneous information that will get us nowhere while blocking out the bigger picture. I have no intention of pandering to them. I could tell them Amy Winehouse was playing on the karaoke system at the party downstairs, not Amy herself, obviously, but Will’s brutal destruction of ‘I’m No Good’, but that would be pointless scene-setting, nothing more. I could make a stab at describing the hurt Libby inflicted upon me. Her revelation chiselling into my bones. I don’t love you, I never did. How she stood in front of me and delivered this nugget of truth. I could tell them how it burnt through the epidermis right down to the subcutis, how I thought the pain might send me mad with grief, but this would provide them with a motive, allow them to craft a neat narrative around revenge.

			And this is not a story about revenge.

			It’s about ambition and greed, and love, I suppose, and what we do in the name of them.

			I tell the officers I looked out of the window and saw the car and the two men getting into it and driving off. I tell them I ran into the hallway and that’s when I saw the smoke and felt the blistering heat.

			Have I mentioned the fire?

			It has been suggested several times that I started it deliberately to cover up my crime, as if an assault wasn’t enough for one evening and I decided to go the whole hog and burn the place down.

			Let me say this clearly: I did not start the fire but someone else did.

			Everyone invited to the party was meant to die in that fire.

			And just because we survived doesn’t mean we’re safe.

			Not even Libby, if she ever wakes up.

		

	
		
			Two

			Libby

			ICU, Princess Royal Hospital, West Sussex

			The swish of nylon. Footsteps padding the floor. The staccato beat of a heart. Occasionally, accusations weight the air, medical staff gossip, snaps of colour to brighten a daily routine: Terrible one, this, the boyfriend is in custody. Clever bunch too. Graduates, you know. All that education and privilege. Just goes to show.

			This is the soundtrack to Libby’s existence.

			She has ample time to think. What else is she going to do, lying here in the hospital bed? New memories are currently beyond her reach so she plays with the old ones, gathering them up in chronological order to form a single timeline. It is this thread she unspools and winds in again, eyes trained to spot the kink.

			It doesn’t take her long. It is there, of course, always was, right at the very beginning. People will say it was ambition that landed her in this sorry state, but she knows beyond all else it was trust.

			She trusted him.

			More fool her.

			She can picture him now, ploughing his lies. His face will be a picture of concern. Tell me she’s going to be OK, he’ll say to the police before taking them through a sequence of events that end in his exoneration. They’ll struggle to make the calculation, to see that he is more than the sum total of his charm and intellect. Why would the man who loved her, a man previously of impeccable character, do such a thing? Libby doesn’t even have the answer herself. Yes, she has the evidence – she is the evidence – but it still requires serious mental contortion for her to override the past. Then there’s the love; if she could speak she would ask the doctors to have it surgically removed because this is the source of her pain. The head injury, she is sure, is just a side show. But the love throbs and pulses and reminds her that everything she thought was real was nothing more than an illusion. And unless she can find a way to kill it, she can’t see a way through.

		

	
		
			Three

			Joe

			This is my beginning, me, Joe Hemsley. Libby has her own, and Tess too, but mine starts in Dalston, on a warm April evening, music drilling into my brain, some new group my friend had promised were awesome turning out to be nothing of the sort. I staggered outside, shaking my head to clear the noise.

			‘I want to wash my ears out. I can’t ever unhear that,’ she said. Her voice was plummy. I half expected to turn around and find a horsey specimen in a Barbour jacket but I found Libby instead. She was standing next to me on the pavement, wavy blond hair, half up, half down, undecided. A big smile like an embrace. Another refugee from the gig. ‘I just asked for my money back at the desk,’ I told her.

			‘What did they say?’ She took a step closer to me. She smelt of lemons, citrus fruits. Good enough to eat.

			‘They said, who do you think we are, John fucking Lewis?’

			We laughed about it all the way to the chip shop, and all the way back to her flat off Holloway Road, one she shared with five other girls, and the night became a morning that rolled into a night again, the time welding us together. Sometimes, it’s that seamless. I’d spent the bulk of my university years calculating how to pull, bemoaning the fact my friend Rex had found true love and regular sex (not necessarily in that order) and yet I had not. What was wrong with me, I routinely asked, only to find the answers too easily – I needed to work out, take more of an interest in fashion (an interest full stop) get a decent haircut. And I’d consider them all and resolve to do something about it, before deciding I really couldn’t be arsed. And then one night, one crappy band and the girl appears out of nowhere. BOOM, love had me trapped in its bubble, and I thought, maybe I’m not so bad after all.

			I made a stab at restraint, counselling myself to take it slowly because how well could I really know someone in a few days and weeks? But the love wouldn’t slow down, it set its own speed, an unstoppable momentum that was beyond rationale and reason and control. She peed in front of me, a form of intimacy too far in my book, until now when I rejoiced in it as a sign of our closeness. I went to see her in Macbeth, witnessed her appalling interpretation of Lady Macduff, and I mean truly excrutiating, stressing all the wrong words, forgetting her lines. I should have been humiliated by association but no, I loved her all the more for it. She couldn’t act therefore she couldn’t lie therefore we must be the real thing. Barring a revelation that she was a fangirl of Nigel Farage, I didn’t see how we could go wrong. The only mark on her card was the repeated reference to changing the world. But even I could cope with a bit of idealism.

			‘I think you should set your sights a bit higher, don’t you?’ I said.

			My sarcasm landed me a jab in the ribs.

			‘What are you going to do when you graduate, then?’ I sensed Libby was more of a planner than I was. I suppose I expected a great job to land in my lap with little effort on my part. I was on course for a First in Maths and Computing, my skills were in demand, employers circling campus with offers of graduate schemes. But I wanted a break before signing up to life in an office, a bit of travelling perhaps, Libby and I bumming around South-East Asia in matching fisherman’s trousers for six months. Sadly, Libby didn’t share my vision. She wanted something in the bag. Her uncle had supported her through college and she needed to repay his investment, so swanning off to Vietnam for a year to live on the Mekong was not an option. This love thing was complicated, it was already forcing me to redraw my plans.

			‘I’m still considering my options,’ I said. ‘But saving the planet is right up there with a corporate job and a new car.’

			It wasn’t true. The idea that it was our responsibility to save the planet rattled me. I felt pretty aggrieved that all generations before us had stored up their problems in one gigantic tower of shit and we were supposed to roll up our sleeves and sort it out: the dolphins, the plastic, the pollution. In return we got to rent. Forever. Not that I shared these reservations with Libby. There was an authenticity to her tone I couldn’t deny, plus she was sitting up in my bed, blinking against the sun, breasts on show, bright blue eyes circled by smudges of last night’s mascara. I don’t think I had ever concentrated on someone so keenly. I even deduced one breast was slightly bigger than the other, not that it bothered me. It was simply something I noted and filed away: boobs not symmetrical.

			‘I’m pleased to hear it. We’ve got the brains. The education. It would be a waste if we didn’t do something good with our talents.’

			‘You’re absolutely right. But can we start tomorrow?’ I crawled over the bed towards her, planted my lips on hers.

			‘Seriously, though, what are you going to do?’ She pulled away from the kiss and I sensed a considered answer was required.

			‘Get a job.’ It was the best I could offer what with the boobs on show and the bed and other thoughts cramming my mind.

			She closed her eyes, giggled to herself. ‘I can just picture you. You’ll wear a badly fitting suit. School shoes for adults. A big firm, share options. You’ll be the resident genius, the one they can’t let go. And you’ll drive a Range Rover.’

			‘They’re very good cars.’

			She clasped her hands behind her head. She hadn’t shaved, didn’t mind that I saw it. It was like spotting a dodo. In my limited experience, women viewed body hair as the enemy, a natural outrage to be controlled. Everything shaved and waxed and trimmed like topiary.

			But Libby was different, raw and unfiltered. She mocked my straightness, unbuttoned my reserve, breached my defences with her wicked smile and those eyes that sparkled and teased and asked, who are you and what do you want?

			‘Don’t you want more?’ she asked. I lifted her hair, kissed her neck. I’d lost concentration, needed to bring this particular line of conversation to an end.

			‘Life’s not John fucking Lewis, you know,’ I said, and she surrendered and kissed me back.

			After that it became our thing, our motif. Whenever one of us complained about something, a sub-standard jalfrezi, the day not being bright enough, a cough, a cold, the other would say, ‘What do you think it is, John fucking Lewis?’ The world’s not perfect, deal with it. As time went on, we spun it out; our wedding list would be in John Lewis, our kids would sleep in John Lewis bedding, and on it went. The joke provided endless possibilities that reinforced our togetherness.

			Except it wasn’t that great a joke really. Or at least it doesn’t seem like one now.

			It seems like a warning.

		

	
		
			Four

			Libby

			For Libby it started with a dinner and a conversation a few months before her finals. Her and her uncle at Mama Rosa’s Italian in Cobham, an unusual venue for them – he was flasher than red-and-white checked tablecloths and candles stuck in empty bottles. When Richard took her out it was always a big deal, a table at the Ivy or lunch at the Shard. It wasn’t that she was averse to low-costing eating – she was a student, after all – but subconsciously she had measured his love against the grand gestures, the view, the price of a bottle of wine, which was why Mama Rosa’s Italian was giving her a serious case of the heebie-jeebies.

			He wasn’t himself either. Shrunken. Richard was the boom of his laugh, the precise cut of his suits. He was extravagance and generosity, big watches, parties, large, shiny cars with leather seats. The master of his universe. And yet that night, his tuning was out. Not hugely, he was still recognisable, but it was enough to interfere with the overall picture. A brush of stubble coated his face and combined with the nervous twitch in his jaw, a throbbing Adam’s apple, it unsettled her. He was playing out of position.

			What have I done wrong? That was her starting point when life went awry, always was. If she could have been better, kinder, tidied up her toys when asked, done the dishes without moaning, perhaps her mother would still be here. Libby hadn’t been enough and so she spent her life trying to be more.

			Still, the wine soothed her worries, and after the first bottle she was sufficiently relaxed to broach the subject of travelling, taking some time out after her exams. Yes, she’d mocked Joe when he’d first mentioned it, but the notion had planted itself in her brain and assaulted her with images of undiscovered beaches and clear blue seas and the pair of them collecting memories as they trailed across a continent together, running for late-night buses, sleeping on ferries, waking up to new smells and sounds and views every day. But above all else, and it was this that made her drunk with excitement, she saw spread out in front of her a chunk of time where she’d be free of responsibility, of duty, of the need to be unremittingly grateful to her uncle and Dana his wife for everything they’d done for her. With Joe she could just be, and that was the glorious simplicity of it.

			Except, Richard didn’t do loafing around. He did purpose and ambition and goals. She took another swig of wine, waited until he had filled his mouth with a slice of pizza before she came right out with it.

			‘I fancy going travelling when I finish,’ she said. Her words were shaky and unsure of themselves. ‘Vietnam and Thailand and Burma.’ She studied his expression. He was chewing frantically and she could track the progress of the pizza down his gullet. ‘You know, before I settle into a job, it would only be for a short time.’

			‘Why would you want to do that?’

			‘It would be an amazing experience, don’t you think?’

			‘Living on a shoestring? That’s not my idea of a great experience, Libby. Better to get the job and get started and then you can travel in luxury.’

			She searched for a line, a persuasive sentence to win him over.

			‘It’s not about the luxury, the luxury isn’t the point.’

			‘Then what is the point?’

			‘It’s about . . .’ She was floundering under his interrogation. She couldn’t say, It’s about having no responsibility, or have you never fancied just bumming around for six months?, because he wasn’t the sort to understand. And why was it she deserved six months off when he had to work like a dog to pay for everything?

			‘I’d say it’s best not to waste time.’ Her mistake was in the hesitation. It made her vulnerable and her uncle seized the opportunity to move in and shoot her down.

			Libby hadn’t been aware time was in short supply. ‘Get started, get some experience, earn some money, set clear goals and then go travelling if you still fancy it.’ He said travelling like it was an alien word that had no place in his mouth. Libby felt the stirrings of a headache, a premature hangover. His answer had drilled through the images of sparkling seas and jungle treks and toes in hot golden sand until there was nothing left of them except tiny little fragments of what might have been. ‘Oh come on, don’t look at me like that. You would hate it anyway. It isn’t your style. You like the good things in life.’

			Was that the truth? Was that what she really wanted? For the first time Libby saw the gulf between his version of her and the one she had been free to create with Joe.

			‘I don’t think that’s . . .’

			He balled up his napkin, threw it on to his plate. ‘The business is in a bit of trouble. A big deal has gone wrong. It’s touch and go if we’ll survive.’

			Libby pushed back into her chair absorbing the blow. Now it made sense. His appearance, the choice of restaurant, the off-key vibe. He was scared. Why else would he tell her? He must be terrified of losing it all. God, she was selfish, banging on about travelling when the man who had provided everything for her was deep in the shit. The shame made her hot. That, and the fear, because this kind of talk shook her, the way it diminished him. He always had a solution. He moved on quickly, his eye always on the next thing, the horizon. One step ahead, he used to tell her, that’s where you need to be in business. The prospect of his demise frightened her more than she could admit. Richard wasn’t just the man who held everyone else up – his wife Dana, Max and Tilly, her cousins, the two-hundred-strong workforce he employed – he was the man who held her up.

			‘Oh,’ she said. Libby studied him again with the benefit of this new knowledge. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s not your fault.’

			It wasn’t her fault because Libby wasn’t running his business, but she was one of his many outgoings and she could picture Dana berating him over all the money he wasted on her, money that could have been spent on his own children, Max and Matilda, on her, on anything other than Libby, the niece she suffered under duress. It was a bone of contention between her aunt and uncle, often on show, rarely concealed. Dana couldn’t understand why he had taken her in, given her a home and paid for everything since her mother died. But who else would have looked after her? Where else would she have gone? She had nothing. The only thing she inherited from her mother were two diamond stud earrings, earrings she had never removed since her first piercing when she was ten years old. And Libby had only the faintest memories of her father, long hair, bare chested, camping together in a hot tent, the sweet, heady scent of his tobacco mixing with the smell of sausages on the barbecue. Her grandmother said he was bohemian. Her uncle called him a useless hippy. Whatever he had been, he wasn’t any more. A motorbike accident had seen to that. And her mother was never quite the same afterwards; she looked faint, distant, like her signal was fuzzy. When she drowned, it was her uncle that looked after her, forked out for the private school fees, the university fees, the accommodation and upkeep, everything right down to the margherita pizza in front of her and the wine on which she had been getting merrily drunk.

			‘Is it that bad?’ She wanted him to say no, reassure her like he always did. Smooth over her worries.

			‘Touch and go.’

			Wrong answer. She gulped her wine, experienced the dread rising like smoke inside her. He was her gravity, the force that held her down. He couldn’t lose everything.

			‘I can pay for this,’ she said, before remembering it was all his money anyway.

			‘Good God, I can still afford to treat you to a pizza, but for Christ’s sake, don’t order dessert.’ His face cracked with laughter and seeing him rebooted brightened her mood a touch. ‘Sod it, let’s have another bottle.’ He picked up the empty one and waved it in the direction of the waiter.

			Before she knew it the room was dancing in front of her, her uncle bobbing in and out of focus. It was frustrating, this drunken state, because she could sense there was something else, something that was unspoken or needed to be spoken. Shame her head was too fuzzy to work it out. Maybe he needed to cut her allowance, drop it entirely, and this was the preamble. She felt a thin sheen of sweat layer her brow. Well, she was nearly finished with her computing degree anyway, and then she would get a job. The travelling idea was now filed away as an unnecessary indulgence.

			‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ she blurted out. It was a stupid question. She could hardly single-handedly save his business. But she wanted him to know she cared, that she didn’t take his financial support for granted. ‘I understand if you need to stop the payments. I can get a job, and a loan.’

			‘Nonsense. I wouldn’t hear of it.’ He poured the last of the wine into his glass and examined the sediment gathering at the bottom, before swigging it. ‘But let’s talk about what you’re going to do when you finish university. You’re a smart girl. You’ll go far.’

			Libby came away from that evening with a plan. A hazy one, given the amount of wine she had consumed, but it became clearer the next morning. And once she understood what her uncle expected, she embraced the plan wholeheartedly because in a small way, a very small way, it helped redress the deficit in their relationship. It gave her a use, a purpose. It also changed everything, includig her relationship with Joe. But that realisation would come much later. Much later.

			If only she hadn’t fallen for him so hard. But even when she tried to rein back, the attraction defied her control, strange given that on paper he shouldn’t have been the one for her. Not even close. She had a type; they tended to be blond although she was flexible on hair colour, blue eyes to match her own. She liked them clean-cut, sartorially savvy in a modern elegant kind of way (basically no super-low-rise jeans that revealed boxers, and no hoodies, and definitely no rugby shirts). Joe had no concept of fashion, rotated a series of washed out T-shirts including one he had received for running the Ealing 10k in 2014. He had deep brown eyes that reminded her of fat, juicy hazelnuts and his hair was dark and long and sometimes greasy, not out of design, she suspected – no one would choose that haircut – but simply because he had not been to the barbers since Christmas. And yet the thing was, Joe fitted. He fitted in every conceivable way. It made sex spectacular, made the modern elegant men who turned out to be neither modern nor elegant pale into insignificance. She had no idea it could be this good or this easy, or that she, Libby Sumner, could let go and relax and be herself. Joe didn’t try to pierce her veneer in that awkward way her other boyfriends had. He didn’t need to. He steamed past it, saw who she was, and by rights that should have made her vulnerable and exposed but all it did was make her feel calm. A glorious, sweeping, blissful kind of calm that flooded her veins like a drug. And even in the brief interludes when they weren’t having sex, Joe still fitted; they were both studying computers, she could let her nerdiness roam free, they both liked Thai food but hated Chinese. Even the way her head slotted neatly under his chin when he pulled her into a hug was right.

			After the meeting with her uncle she made several attempts at retreat. And when they didn’t work she tried to make Joe retreat, feeding him reasons to go off her: The first-thing-in-the-morning kiss without brushing her teeth, the peeing in front of him and the underarm hair on show. None of them worked. Quite the opposite. It made him keener. It was almost as if he wanted the raw, unfiltered version of Libby, the one she had learnt to gloss and polish over. And that’s how Joe hit her with an irresistible double whammy; she fell in love with him, but she also learnt to love herself again too.

			So yes, there was the voice, the relentless inner voice, that said she shouldn’t be doing this, that it was wrong and unfair, but she silenced it.

			For a while at least.

		

	
		
			Five

			Joe

			There was an intensity to those first few months, a sense that time was running out, that we had to grab the perfection and enjoy every glorious moment of it while it lasted. The end of term was approaching, real life looming, nights out with friends seemed like a waste, an intrusion. Libby’s move to my flat came in three quick phases, first with the arrival of her toothbrush, then a change of clothes, before finally she rocked up one Sunday with a suitcase. My flat was above a chip shop in Woolwich, a location Rex and I had always seen as an advantage, unlike Libby, who professed to hate the smell of fried food. But it trumped her dwellings because it was empty, Rex having moved in with his girlfriend a few months earlier, and so we spent our time locked away from the world for revision and sex, venturing out only when vitamin D levels reached critical levels and food supplies were low. It was upon her return from one such mission that she came home armed with a poster.

			‘Take a look at this,’ she said, thrusting it into my hands.

			Are you tough enough to crack?

			It was a job advert dressed up as some kind of game. The irony of the wording is not lost on me given what subsequently happened to Libby.

			But this was still months before it ended badly. And I had no reason to suspect it might lead us to anything other than gainful employment. Big firms were stalking the campus. Tech startups were luring the maths and computing students with promises of equity and smoothies on tap. They were all after the same thing: fresh blood, big brains, fierce intellect, and they were prepared to pay.

			‘Sounds cheesy, like CBBC does job ads.’ She looked crushed and I regretted my dismissive tone, made a show of giving it closer inspection.

			‘I thought it’d be right up your street. Crack the code, hack a system, get a job. Only this is legit.’

			She was referring to my on campus business activities. Not so long ago I’d had a nice little sideline in hacking, nothing major, just helping friends and acquaintances out with their requests for a small fee. ‘I’m one hundred per cent above board now.’

			‘Admit it, part of you misses the buzz. This way you can have your cake and eat it.’

			We devoted our Friday night to the task. Or in my case, one hour thirty-eight minutes of mine. That was how long it took me to break into the system. This kind of thing was second nature to me. Libby was slower. A lot slower. After two and a half hours I brought her a glass of wine: ‘Are you trying to sabotage my chances?’ I backed off, went out and bought us a curry, more wine, careful not to disturb her on my return.

			‘I admit defeat,’ she said.

			I swiped the laptop from her. ‘No you don’t.’

			It took me half an hour to get her through.

			‘You are a cheat, Joe Hemsley.’

			‘I never claimed to be anything else.’

			Three weeks later, in the thick of our finals, we both received the same email: YOU HAVE BEEN SELECTED FOR INTERVIEW . . .

			I don’t profess to be any kind of hotel expert but I can confirm this one was especially pleasing to the eye. A huge, airy entrance, with a giant industrial staircase weaving up to the first floor. Pops of bright colour in the furnishings. The fact that I even noticed these things should tell you it was impressive.

			There were five of us invited from UCL. Will, Tess, Asha, myself and Libby. I vaguely recognised Will but beyond that I had no idea we’d spent the past three years on the same campus. Libby appeared much more familiar with them. ‘We don’t all go around with our heads in books,’ she said when I expressed surprise. Over coffee and croissants and a fruit selection designed to banish student scurvy in the bar area (think, mosaic tiles, industrial lamps, gold fittings), the operations director of Freetech, Kyle Nowak or head dreamer as he called himself, piled his plate high with melon and pineapple, ordered a chai latte and talked to us about new frontiers and horizons.

			‘I didn’t realise we were training to be Jedis,’ I whispered to Libby.

			‘You were targeted, do you realise that? We could have gone to any college in the country but we went to UCL because we know it produces the calibre of people we need. Why waste time with second best, that’s what I say. And you guys are the cream. Go on, admit it, you’re the best in your class.’ Will nodded, his ego inflating with every word Kyle spoke. ‘I’ve done my homework. The code competition, that was just a bit of fun, entry level stuff, but I know you’re all at the top of your respective classes, getting the top scores. That’s why you’re here.’

			Kyle stabbed a piece of pineapple. He was in annoyingly good shape. A tan setting off his full set of American teeth. He worked out, as evidenced by his muscles rippling underneath his grey T-shirt emblazoned with NO LIMITS and next to him I couldn’t help regretting the months spent indoors eating takeaways. Part of me hated him, the other part wanted to be him.

			He directed us into a conference room – something of a downer after the bohemian vibe of the bar – and issued us with name badges. He perched himself on the edge of the desk like a newsreader.

			‘So what is Freetech?’ He opened his arms wide as if he was the embodiment of the question. ‘Who are we?’ He jumped down from his ledge and paced the room. ‘You want to know that, right? You want to know why we’re different, what you can do for us, what we can do for you. First off, let me ask you a question. What do you want out of life?’

			It wasn’t a particularly warm day, and the air con in the conference room was fierce, but the sweat bubbled on my skin nevertheless. That question again, bullying me into submission. I hoped Libby would go first so I could pillage some of her answer and present her thoughts as my own.

			‘Joe, let’s hear from you first.’

			‘Me?’

			‘You are Joe, aren’t you? Not an impostor.’ Will, who was sitting next to me, snorted with laughter, prompting an intense dislike in me. Libby’s eyes burnt, Don’t fuck it up.

			‘I’d like Liverpool to win the league.’ I can play for laughs too, I thought, but I caught Libby’s expression and it wasn’t pretty. ‘I want to be challenged and I . . .’ the words got stuck on my lips and I had to unpick them, ‘I want to make a difference.’

			We went round the group, all giving variations on the same theme, each one embellishing their speech with more passion than the last.

			‘Well,’ said Kyle, finally. ‘You’re in the right place, give yourselves a pat on the back. Go on then, you deserve it.’ He smiled and waited until Will thumped himself on the shoulder.

			‘Take it in the literal sense by all means, Will, ’ Kyle smiled and I laughed the loudest. Will’s cheeks flamed and he swatted himself again to make it look like he had been targeting an imaginary fly but he had no one fooled.

			‘Freetech is a young company and you’ll be our trailblazers, our brilliant young brains shaking up the tech industry. We’re also part of a bigger global enterprise, a family of companies, so I guess you could say we have the best of both worlds. Think of us as the upstart younger brother, the disrupter, out to make our mark on the world.’

			Begrudgingly, I warmed to Kyle. Fuck, I wanted to be him, join his movement, whatever it was on offer. I wanted the tan and the teeth. I wanted muscles underneath a NO LIMITS T-shirt. His oratory was on a different plane to the usual corporate spiel, fizzing with energy and purpose. Freetech, we learnt, had global ambitions, ‘We want to use technology to make change happen.’ He gave examples of clients around the world who they’d helped succeed in their missions, hinted at government contracts to secure fair elections. A large part of what we’d be doing was ethical hacking, breaking into clients’ systems in order to test them for weakness. A more ideal job I could not have found. I felt the weight of responsibility – yes, that word again – lifting from my shoulders. Here was a job I could do, and earn saving-the-planet Brownie points too. I wanted to know how many jobs were on offer and who I had to kill to get one. Will would be first on my hit list. The longer I spent with him the less I liked him.

			If I were writing a review of the day, like people do on Amazon for razors and toasters, the only negative I’d flag was the final exercise. We’d done the psychometric tests, the coding. We were all done in, cooped up too long in a room. But before Kyle dismissed us he wanted one last piece of information, a nauseating circle of trust-type exercise.

			We had to reveal our greatest fear.

			Why? Well, we needed to admit our weaknesses in order to be strong, apparently.

			If there was a kink in this logic, I didn’t spot it. Asha said snakes, and when Libby said being alone, I squeezed her hand under the table. Will’s was starving, though from the look of him there was little chance of that in the near future. And mine?

			Dark enclosed spaces.

			The letters arrived in early July. One addressed to Libby – she’d given them my address – the other to me. His and hers. It was a sultry morning, the fryers in the chip shop below mercifully out of action until evening. Every window in my tiny flat was thrown open to encourage air flow but to no effect. We’d talked of a swim, a picnic, wine in the park. In one corner of the kitchen, a bee flung itself against the pane of glass, once, twice, three times, oblivious to the escape routes all around.

			‘Do we open them at the same time?’ Libby asked.

			‘What if one of us gets it and the other doesn’t? Will we hate each other?’

			‘I have a feeling that’s not going to be a problem,’ she said. I admired her confidence.

			Libby was right. We both got the job. We were to start five weeks from now, which really couldn’t have been more perfect. A month-long holiday to loaf about, guilt-free, secure in the knowledge we’d soon be earning a sizeable chunk of money, although it wasn’t just about the money, we’d be using our talents for the greater good. The very next day we each got an email from UCL informing us we’d got first-class degrees. If I’m honest I’d expected nothing less, but the confirmation was sweet. And that summer I remember how we couldn’t stop looking at each other, because we saw a reflection of our own good luck. Not that Libby would have called it luck. There was hard work and planning. It wasn’t random, she said. We deserved it. And we tried not to be smug, what with our love and good fortune and the general sense we were winning at life, but on reflection I admit we weren’t entirely successful.

			I suppose you could say it started with vanity. We believed we were special when the truth was we were simply vulnerable.

		

	
		
			Six

			Libby

			‘I got the job,’ she told Richard when the letters arrived.

			‘I thought you might.’ She could hear the smile in her uncle’s voice.

			‘I’ll make you proud.’

			‘You better,’ he said.

			No pressure.

			He called her the next day in an expansive mood. ‘There’s a present in your account,’ he said. ‘Didn’t I tell you there was no need to slum it? Book somewhere decent, you deserve it.’

			Four thousand pounds to spend on a holiday. ‘I can’t accept that, not when you’re—’

			‘Nonsense. Things are beginning to look up, Libby. And I want you to enjoy yourself before the hard work ahead.’

			‘If you’re sure.’ She knew better than to argue. He liked gift-giving, it was part of who he was, and besides, she’d given up the idea of travelling on his advice and Joe had too. The gift was her uncle’s way of compensating.

			A week later, she surprised Joe with a trip to Santorini. His reservations, I should pay my own way, I don’t even know your uncle, were dampened by the inflight drinks and by the time they reached their apartment, as the sun was dripping down a bright orange sky, setting the white cliffs alight, they were silenced altogether. They spent long, lazy days, waking late, taking breakfast on the balcony, fresh bread with the most delicious mulberry jam made by the owner Eleni, who insisted they visit her brother Sami’s taverna to taste the best barbecued fish on the island.

			‘We could stay here,’ she said, lying on a lounger, her face tilted to the sky. ‘It’s almost criminal that we have to go back and start work.’

			‘I think you’ll find I can be easily persuaded.’ He traced his finger down her stomach, circled her belly button. ‘What’s the worst that would happen if we turned the job down?’

			Libby didn’t have to consider the worst-case scenario, it was there, swinging over her like an axe, just as it had been for years. She would be a disappointment. So what? she imagined Joe saying. You don’t have to prove yourself. But he didn’t understand – why would he, when his worth wasn’t tied up in what his parents thought of him? But to Libby it was everything.

			‘I’m starving,’ she said, sitting up, changing the subject. ‘Let’s go to Sami’s place for dinner.’ Eleni found them the best table overlooking the sea and they ate dorada and drank the ouzo Sami plied them with and didn’t leave until one in the morning, staggering back to their apartment under a fat shining globe of a moon, the sound of the cicadas ringing in the shadows, giddy on life.

			‘When we get to London,’ Libby said, and Joe put his fingers to her lips.

			‘We’re never leaving this place, remember.’ She batted his fingers away.

			‘But when we get back, let’s find a flat together. Our flat. Somewhere like Hackney or Clapton.’

			‘Romantic. Do they have sunsets in Clapton, and fresh barbecued fish and free ouzo and homemade mulberry jam?’

			‘All of the above.’

			‘You wouldn’t lie to me, Libby, would you? Just to get me where you want me?’

			‘Never.’

			Day one of the job and Libby was tense. Tense on the way to the bus stop, tense as she ill-advisedly necked her third coffee of the morning.

			‘It’s just a job, relax,’ Joe said. She would not relax, and she wished Joe could manufacture a few nerves, if only to make her feel less inadequate. But that wasn’t going to happen. Joe shared none of her reservations, and had the kind of innate confidence in his abilities that was impossible to mask.

			Libby and Joe were first to arrive and waited in the lobby for Kyle to meet them. One by one, the others who were at the interview appeared and exchanged chat about their summers, their degrees (all firsts), and made complimentary noises about the office and its location in an achingly hip corner of Shoreditch, a few streets from Silicon Roundabout. ‘Ah, the fabulous five,’ Kyle said when he bounded through the lobby. He was still wearing a short-sleeved shirt in a loud jungle pattern and issued them with security passes, explaining that there were five floors in the block, each belonging to a sister company. ‘Your passes won’t work on any other floors and vice versa. We wouldn’t want anyone poking around in our business.’

			Their office was deserted and had the smell of new furniture and paint. ‘Where is everyone?’ Asha asked.

			‘It’s just you and me, guys,’ Kyle said. ‘We’re practically a startup, but we’ll be punching hard, let me tell you.’ He ran them through a few housekeeping rules, mainly to do with confidentiality. On no account were they to discuss their clients outside the office, ‘Or even with each other, do you understand?’ They nodded their assent and he moved on to the bowls of gluten-free energy balls. ‘Help yourself!’ He ignored Joe when he said they reminded him of turds. ‘There’s also free yoga on Fridays. Just up your street, Will,’ Kyle said.

			Throughout the morning, he called each of them into his office, a glass cube in the middle of the room, to tell them about their individual clients and the kind of testing they would be expected to do. When Libby emerged from her chat, she felt half the size, squashed by the pressure bearing down upon her. It was real now. And she had wanted a challenge, she loved nothing more than a challenge in normal circumstances, she just hadn’t expected to feel such a fake. Unlike the others, she hadn’t dabbled in small-time hacking as a pastime at college, she was way too much of a good girl to break the law. But the rest had all been at it, it was why they had been such attractive candidates in the first place. Kyle wasn’t the only one who had done his research. She knew all about Will’s activities. He had joked the FBI were after him or his online persona, and had fallen uncharacteristically quiet over lunch when Asha asked what exactly he had been up to. Asha herself had hacked her ex-boyfriend’s accounts, his life basically, changing all the passwords in revenge for him posting a naked photo of her online – I hadn’t even had a wax for fuck’s sake, that was the thing that sent me over the edge. And Tess? Well, hats off to Tess, who hadn’t done it for anything so tawdry as personal gain. She’d broken in to Westminster Council’s system, obtained access to emails between one of their executives and Elliot Homes, the country’s largest house builders who wanted to knock down three blocks of social housing to build luxury apartments in their place. When she found evidence of Elliot paying a substantial sum to another council project in return for the ‘favour’ she leaked the emails. Her only problem was she got caught. Quite how Tess managed to escape without a criminal record was beyond Libby. No doubt she had smiled at them. Or twiddled her hair or stretched her long, lean limbs out until they released her. Had Libby mentioned Tess was pretty? Very, very pretty.

			It was clear, even in that first week, that Kyle liked Tess. No surprise there. But honestly, he could have been a little less obvious with his favouritism, hanging over her desk, praising her work – ‘Thank God you’re on our side,’ he’d joke and she’d smile coyly and blush. When he wasn’t fawning over Tess, he was fond of reminding them this was a probationary period. ‘We’re handling seriously sensitive information here and we have a responsibility to make sure whatever we find is secure. You don’t discuss your work outside of this office,’ he repeated at least twice a day. ‘And we work as a team, one bad apple and we’re all tarnished.’

			This kind of talk made Libby sweat. Not because she wasn’t trustworthy; she was the most reliable person she knew. It was simply that she was out of her depth. Drowning, more like. She lacked the guile and guts of her colleagues who could break virtual locks and slip through barriers as if they didn’t exist. They could dial a number, spew lies to the unsuspecting employee on the other end of the line – I’m the CEOs PA, I need that access now – or cry down the phone – My partner’s abroad and I’m locked out of our account. They played tracks of babies crying in the background to ramp up the emotion and elicit a sympathetic response from the call centre employees – Oh, OK, just this once, I shouldn’t but you sound desperate – who would do their bidding unaware they had just been conned.

			‘You have to silence your conscience,’ Kyle said one day over lunch on the terrace. He was addressing the group but really, she knew his words were aimed at her. ‘Remember, that’s why these systems are weak in the first place. More often than not it’s a human weakness that allows hackers to thrive, you know; the guy on the other end of the line takes pity on the caller and before you know it, a family has lost their life savings or a company is going down the tube because they’re the victim of a cyber attack. Our job is to exploit every loophole in these systems and report back to our clients. That’s why they’re paying us. Don’t feel sorry for Maggie in HR who you’ve just persuaded to hand over the payroll details, think of the bigger picture. Our clients can’t afford Maggie’s indiscretion. Her eagerness to help has just potentially cost them millions, lost people their jobs. Focus on that.’

			Libby tried. When it was her turn to pick up the phone and lie through her teeth – the social engineering side of the hack – she attempted to take herself out of the moment, think big, not small. Remind herself the client wanted her to do this, that she was trying to make them more secure in the long run, not less. It required a certain dampening of her emotions, her instinctive do-goodery, and sometimes it worked. Sometimes she’d fly through the lies, speeding along in their slipstream, and find herself exhilarated, pushing her own boundaries. And then other times her gaze would travel around the open-plan office and she’d witness her colleagues, their total concentration and immersion in the task, and there was something cold and robotic about the scene that made her shiver.

			It also reminded her that she didn’t really deserve to be here. She was here because someone had helped her.

			She was an impostor.

			Still, she had to maintain a front. Everyone else was committed to the task, knew exactly what they were doing. It was like being in an exam and having that sinking feeling she was the only one who didn’t know the answer. She couldn’t even tell Joe how she felt, didn’t want to pour water on his fire because he was in his element, had declared the job to be a dream. And he loved the free beer Fridays, on the roof terrace where they’d find a table together, the staff from the other floors all around but never mingling. But it irked her, the fact she didn’t have Joe to herself any more but was forced to share him with Asha and Will and Tess. Joe’s only issue was with Will, whose vanity was off the scale. ‘Someone show that man a mirror for fuck’s sake,’ Asha said one day. ‘He actually thinks he has a chance with Tess. Can you imagine?’

			Libby could not imagine Tess and Will together. Not Tess in her floaty dresses that always seemed to reveal a flash of skin. It shouldn’t have irritated her, not really – what was it to her how other people dressed? But it did. And the long hair, decorated with at least one flower accessory, the hair she was forever twisting and untwisting around her index finger. That was another source of mild aggravation. And the general way she wafted around. Waft wasn’t a word Libby would normally use but it described Tess perfectly.

			‘What have you got against her?’ Joe asked one Friday night as they were making their way home in a cab. They’d all moved on from the terrace to a club where Asha persuaded the DJ to play back-to-back Spandau Ballet for half an hour because they were the only ones there. Joe had danced to ‘Gold’ with Tess. Will too. Even Asha. Everyone danced with Tess. Everyone wanted to be close to her so some of her magic and gloss would rub off. Everyone apart from Libby, who guarded the bags and coats from no one at all and watched the spectacle as a knot formed in her stomach. Libby hadn’t even known Joe could dance, he had never danced with her, and there he was cutting some moves (bad ones admittedly), leaning in to whisper to Tess and then throwing his head back when she said something funny.

			‘Don’t tell me you’re jealous,’ he said in the cab home to Clapton – they’d found a flat when they got back from Santorini, the deposit paid by her uncle.

			‘Of what?’

			‘Of me having fun with another woman.’

			‘Were you?’

			‘It doesn’t mean I love you less.’

			It was their first rub, the first spark of friction thus far, and she put it down to the long week at work, the booze and fatigue. And she put it down to Tess too and made a mental note to keep an eye on her.

			It was two days later when she saw her. Libby told Joe she was leaving for work early. She fancied a walk, decided to get off the Tube a few stops too soon and enjoy the morning. There was something wholesome about it, virtuous even, like drinking lemon water or glugging apple cider vinegar. She stopped at a stall for a coffee and that’s when she saw a leg that looked long enough to be Tess’s sticking out from a park bench. Red sandals on her feet. Tess had red sandals. It was Tess. Maybe she was enjoying the morning too, Libby thought with a ripple of irritation. This was her idea. She didn’t fancy sharing small talk with her colleague en route to the office. She was about to skip away when she clocked the man by her side. Who was that? Tess hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend and there didn’t look to be any familial resemblance. The man was short, stubby with a shaved head. Wearing bright white trainers and a blue T-shirt. Muscles, too big for comfort. And a tattoo. Older than Tess. But she definitely knew him. She knew him well enough to argue. Tess was shaking her head and the man’s face was scrunched up as he berated her. Libby had never seen Tess like this before. She was always calm – too calm in her opinion – nothing ruffled her feathers or prompted her voice to rise above a whisper. And here she was, arguing in the park first thing in the morning with a man Libby would have crossed the road to avoid.
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