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THE BITTER END


He’s never known such cold, such merciless, pervasive cold. It is enveloping him completely, like the embrace of a wraith, and he is being crushed in its grip.


His limbs are useless, still twitching in spasms, tiny echoes of the convulsions that rendered him helpless, and he can see his stilted, strangled breaths escaping from his mouth as tiny wisps. Pain is still pulsing through him, a pain he can feel from his internal organs to his every extremity. There is a buzzing in his ears, tiny explosions dancing in his eyes like a miniature firework display.


The temperature is so low that it feels as though the air itself is biting him, but worst of all is what lies beneath. The floor is like a giant radiator in reverse, draining warmth from every point of contact, and given he is lying flat on his back, that means close to half the surface of his body.


His assailant is standing over him, staring down from the blank smiling face of a Guy Fawkes mask.


He thinks he sees a fleeting gleam in a black-gloved hand, there for a twinkling, then it’s gone. It’s hard to tell among the flashes he’s seeing, the after-effects of the electroshock device.


‘I want you to know why this is happening to you, and I want you to understand why it’s happening now.’


There is such anger in the voice, an anger that speaks of years of hatred; years of waiting.


Why didn’t he see this betrayal coming? How could he have walked so blind into the jaws of a trap?


‘You thought you had reinvented yourself, didn’t you: turned your reputation around. I wanted you to touch that better future. I wanted you to believe you could once again be what you used to . . . before I took it all away.’


High on the wall he sees the dark glass of a CCTV camera lens, and with it comes a realisation colder even than the floor. Too late, he understands the significance of the mask, and that it is practical rather than symbolic.


It is the mask that confirms what he thought he glimpsed is indeed a blade.


It is the mask that tells him he is about to die.




PART ONE




CELL BINDING (I)


I was always afraid that this story would end with me in prison. Turns out I was right.


Not exactly a major spoiler though, is it? I mean, we both already know that part, so it’s how I got here that really matters.


I’m going to tell you everything, and I’m not going to hold back to spare anyone’s feelings. I have to be totally honest if I’m looking for honesty in return. I’ll warn you up front, though. Much of what I’m about to say is going to be difficult for you to hear, but there are things about me that I need you to understand. You’re not going to like me for some of what I did and said, and the way you personally come across isn’t always going to be flattering either, but it’s important that you get a handle on how everything looked from my point of view.


It doesn’t mean I feel that way now, or that I was right to think what I did back then. It’s just how it was, you know?


There are a lot of places I could start, but I have to be careful about that. Certain choices might imply I’m pointing the finger, and I’m not. I know who’s to blame for everything that happened. No need for any more deceptions on that score. So I’m not going right back to childhood, or to when my dad died, or even to when the police raided the flat and found a shitload of drugs and a gun. Because this isn’t about any of that stuff, not really. To me, this all starts a few weeks ago, with me sitting in a waiting room, looking at a human time-bomb.




THE READER


I know the man is going to explode several minutes before the incident takes place. It is only a matter of time.


He is sitting opposite me in the waiting area, shifting restlessly on the plastic bench, his limbs in a state of constant motion: sudden jerks and twitches beating out a code I can read only too clearly. His head is an unkempt ball of hair, his matted locks merging with enough beard to kit out a whole bus full of hipsters. He looks across at me every few seconds, which makes me scared and uncomfortable, though I know he’s not picking me out specifically. His eyes are darting about the room the whole time, not alighting on a single sight for more than a second, like a fly that won’t land long enough to be swatted.


I am afraid of catching his eye, so I keep my gaze above him, where a row of posters glare back at me from the wall. They all seem intended to threaten, apart from the ones encouraging people to grass on their neighbours. ‘We’re closing in,’ says one. ‘Benefit thieves: our technology is tracking you,’ warns another. ‘Do you know who’s following you?’ asks a third. They feature images of people photographed from above at a steep angle, making them look tiny and cornered as they stand on concentric circles. To drive the point home, another poster shows an arrow thwocking into a bull-seye: ‘Targeting benefit fraudsters’.


I have done nothing wrong but I feel guilty and intimidated. I feel like a criminal simply for being here. I have rehearsed what I am going to say, gone over it and over it in front of the bedroom mirror. I know my arguments, and have tried to anticipate how the officials might respond. I was feeling ready when I left the house, coaching myself all the way here, but now I think I’ve got no chance. I’m wasting my time. I want to leave, want to run, but I can’t. I need the money. I desperately need the money.


I glance towards the counter. Above the woman on reception there is a poster stating ‘In the UK illegally? Go home or face arrest.’ Bold text proudly announces there were ‘86 arrests last week in this area’. There are no people on this poster, but if there were, I know what they would look like. They would look like me.


One nation, I think. The Big Society.


I know the poster they’d really like to print. It would say: ‘Are you white enough to live here? If not, fuck off back to Bongo Bongo Land.’


A woman emerges from the interview rooms and shuffles towards the exit without looking up. I can tell things didn’t go well for her. She is followed shortly by one of the staff: a grey-haired white bloke.


There is also a Chinese woman doing interviews. It’s already half an hour after my appointment, and both she and Grey Hair have each come out a couple of times since I arrived. I’ve been watching them very carefully.


I hope I get the Chinese lady. She seems relaxed, if a little tired. The grey-haired guy is like a coiled spring.


He calls out a name and the twitchy bloke opposite stands up. He walks towards the interview rooms, following Grey Hair, who has barely looked at him. Part of me is pleased that Grey Hair is now occupied, as I must surely be due in next, but the part of me that reads people knows something bad is about to happen.


The Chinese lady comes out again and I sit up straighter in my chair, willing my name to be called. It isn’t.


More people drift in and take up the empty spaces on the benches. There has to be a dozen people in here, and the only one talking is a woman in the corner trying to stop her toddler from kicking off. But, to me, there is a growing cacophony in the room, ratcheting up my anxiety. They ain’t saying anything, but I can sense all of their tension, anger, fear and hurt.


I have always been able to gauge people’s true states of mind, regardless of what their faces or their words are trying to say. I can read their expressions, their micro-gestures, their body language, the tone of their voices. It comes so naturally that it took me a long time to realise other people didn’t see all these things too.


Sometimes it’s a blessing, but right now they might as well be shouting at me. I am in a room full of desperation, all of it telling me that my efforts here are doomed.


I hear a growing sound of male voices dampened only slightly by thin walls. One is getting increasingly angry, the other low but insistent, authoritative. One rising up, the other not backing down. Unstoppable force, immovable object. I hear a clattering, what sounds like a chair skidding across the floor. An alarm sounds and suddenly members of staff I have never seen appear from side offices and rush towards the interview room. One of them is a security guard. I hear several thumps, the sound of feet on furniture, voices raised in rage, in command, in panic. Someone shouts, demanding that the twitchy man calm down. This is like trying to put out a fire with lighter fluid.


I am terrified. I feel the tears running down my cheeks. I want to leave but I know that if my name gets called and I’m not there, I’ve blown it.


The shouting grows louder, the twitchy man’s angry words degenerating into nothing but roaring, which itself gives way to a low moan as his rage exhausts itself. He is led out shortly afterwards. He looks numb and dazed, like he barely knows where he is. He is crying.


Grey Hair stands watching him retreat for a few moments, letting out a long sigh and supporting himself with a firm hand against a doorframe. Someone asks him if he wants a break. He shakes his head. He definitely does need a break, but I can tell that what he wants is to unload his frustrations, to exercise his power. He disappears into the interview room then comes out again a few seconds later.


‘Samantha Morpeth,’ he barks out.




VILLAINS


It takes only a few minutes; less time than they spent subduing the twitchy man.


I sit down, separated from Grey Hair by a desk that now has several rubber scuff marks down one side. I am close enough to read his badge. Close enough to smell his sweat.


His name is Maurice Clark. His face is like a recently slammed door. There are papers strewn around the floor of his office, the place still reeling from the twitchy man’s rage. I’m guessing the same could be said for the inside of Maurice Clark’s head. If I asked him to repeat my name, which he called out moments ago, he would probably have forgotten it.


‘The change to your mother’s circumstances means that she is no longer eligible for the Carer’s Allowance. That is why the payments have stopped. It’s very simple.’


He puts it delicately, but I feel a hint of contempt. The delicateness was actually a way of rubbing it in.


‘Yes, but it’s me who should be receiving the allowance now, and it hasn’t been transferred.’


All my planning and rehearsing is for nothing. When I speak, my voice feels like it is coming from down a well: timid and faint, lacking any conviction. I always get this way when I am dealing with people like him: people in authority, angry people, aggressive people. I can’t deal with confrontation. It makes me shrink and fade.


Maurice Clark, by contrast, seems to get louder and bigger and firmer.


‘It hasn’t been transferred because you are not eligible to receive it either.’


‘But I’m the one who—’


‘Miss Morpeth, the rules are very clear. You cannot claim this allowance if you are in full-time work or in full-time education.’


‘Full— But I’m only at a sixth-form college.’


As the words come out, tiny and hoarse, I know they are worthless.


Clark stares back at me with this look that says I just underlined his point. He doesn’t care. He’s hurting. He’s frustrated. The only thing this guy wants right now is to say no. If there was a way for him to help me, he wouldn’t.


All the things I was supposed to say become like illegible scribbles in my mind, the paper they’re written on burning. I feel the tears roll again. I am hopeless. I am pathetic. A fucking victim.


I leave the benefits office with the same defeated walk as the woman I watched earlier, like I’m carrying Maurice Clark on my bloody shoulders. However, when I get out on to the high street, a glance at my phone tells me that, little as I feel like it, I’ll need to pick up the pace. I ended up waiting about three quarters of an hour for a two-minute interview, and now I’m running late. It’s a good half an hour to the Loxford School, and it’s already twenty-five to four.


Instinctively I wonder when the next bus is due, then remember that it’s a luxury I can’t afford.


The implications are starting to sink in. I feel weighted down but I don’t have the option to slow my pace. Grey Hair spelled it out. If I want the Carer’s Allowance, I have to drop out of school. I won’t be able to sit my exams, but then that won’t matter, as uni isn’t going to be a possibility now anyway.


I might have read it wrong, but I got the sense there was something else the guy could have told me. On a different day he might have done. Or maybe he is always a prick.


I get the head down, earphones in. I am blotting out the world as I hurry along the pavement, slaloming shoppers and push-chairs and gaggles of office staff on smoke-breaks. I barely glance up before I hit the junction. That is where I see them: Keisha, Gabrielle and all that lot. But worse than that, they’ve seen me. I can’t cross the road to avoid them. I know they’ll cross too, and it will be worse if they know I tried to get away. It’s like if you run, they have to chase. It’s the rules.


I wish I was with Lilly. They wouldn’t bother me then. God, that sounds so pathetic, hiding behind her. Wouldn’t be the first time, though.


I can see the malicious delight on Keisha’s face, even from twenty yards. I can’t take this today, not on top of everything else, and I can’t be held up. I can’t be late.


But then the gods smile. A bus slows to a crawl as it approaches a red light at the junction, and I step on without hesitation. As it pulls away again, I see Keisha and Gabrielle staring at me through the window, a nasty look of satisfaction on both their faces. They all know what just happened.


The bus gets me to Lilly’s school with time to spare, but as I peer through the railings I can’t help calculating what it has cost me: what I could have bought for the fare that has been taken from my Oyster card. It’s all going to be the finest of margins from now on. But what really stings is that it isn’t the bus journey that has truly cost me: it was not facing down Keisha and her harpies. That was an avoidable expense. A coward tax.


I watch the first of the kids appear, their wheelchairs coming out of the big double doors on to a gently sloping ramp. The rest will start streaming out of a different entrance separated from the car park by a fence. I am always amazed at everyone’s patience as several of the pupils are loaded on to minibuses, the hydraulic platforms slowly lifting one wheelchair at a time. I couldn’t handle that: being powerless, waiting ages every day while your time bleeds from you.


One of the buses is heading to an after-school facility at the Nisha Leyton Centre, a day-care complex that provides services for adults with learning disabilities.


I realise that’s another item on the big list of things I urgently need to look into. I’m going to have to find a job, and there aren’t many of those that will let me knock off around half past three every day so I can be standing here dutifully at the Loxford School’s gates to collect my younger sister.


Being There For Lilly could be the title of my brief and boring autobiography. It certainly feels like the story of my life.


We moved around so much growing up, and it was difficult enough to fit in and make friends at each new place without Lilly always following me around. The other kids never saw me as an individual: they saw the little Down syndrome girl first and her big sister was merely part of the package.


‘She’s my half-sister,’ I sometimes told them, out of a need to distance myself. I always felt ashamed later, and it hurts now to remember saying it. Bloody stupid anyway. Half the kids I went to school with had brothers and sisters from different mums and dads.


Lilly emerges carrying an art folder – it catches the wind and she needs a second’s attention to get a better grip. I see Lilly before Lilly sees me. I always love that, because it means I can savour the moment when Lilly reacts. Her face lights up like she hasn’t seen me in days, and it makes me feel, just for an instant, like I’m the most special person in someone’s life.


These days that moment lasts only until I remember that it’s true. Right now I’m all Lilly’s got.


‘I’ve painted Batgirl. She’s fighting Harley Quinn.’


Lilly loves comics, especially girl superheroes.


She makes to open the folder but I head her off, leading her towards the pelican crossing.


‘Show me when we get home. It’s a bit breezy right now.’


‘It’s not finished. I’m going to finish it at home. I need some new colouring pens. Can we buy some new colouring pens?’


I wish the answer could be yes.


‘Was Cassie back in school today after her tummy bug?’


A change of subject often does the trick. Lilly will forget about the pens until she gets home, where she can make do with what she’s already got or more likely start drawing something new.


‘Yes. She’s feeling better.’


Lilly is quiet for about a hundred yards, seemingly lost in her thoughts. It’s long enough for me to think the question is not coming. But then it does.


‘Is Mum home yet?’


I stifle a sigh, trying not to vent my frustration. Every night we go through this. Is she pretending she doesn’t understand? Is it a kind of protest? Then I remember how long it took Lilly to understand about her dad.


‘No, she’s not home yet. She won’t be home for a long time. She told you that, remember? When we went to see her.’


‘But why is she there? Why won’t she come home?’


‘Because they won’t let her out.’


‘Why won’t they let her out?’


I give vent to a sigh. It’s that or a scream.


‘Because she’s in jail, Lilly.’




TELEPHONE BANKING


‘Good morning, HR, Don Corrigan speaking.’


His tone is breezy, someone whose day hasn’t gone wrong yet.


‘Oh, hi, Don,’ comes the reply, matching his friendliness. ‘This is Morgan Bell over at Corporate Security in Holborn.’


‘Oh. How can I help?’


Don sounds suddenly guarded but trying to disguise it. Like talking to a cop: he’s sure he’s got nothing to answer for, but slightly edgy all the same.


‘It’s nothing heavy, don’t worry. How are things over in Canary Wharf? I haven’t been in the building for a while. They ever fix that big digital thermometer above the lobby?’


‘No, it’s still twenty-eight degrees every day, including January.’


He’s relaxed again, friendly. He sounds like he wants to help. Maybe not help get the ball rolling on a massively high-profile hack of his employer, the RSGN Bank, but cooperative even so.


‘Look, apologies if this isn’t your remit, but I’m chasing up a list Human Resources was supposed to have sent us more than a week ago. I’m organising a security awareness seminar for new employees. They were meant to send me the names of anyone who has started in the last three months.’


‘At Holborn as well, or just Canary Wharf?’


‘Just Canary Wharf. I already got the list from our end, but only because I was able to go down to HR in person. I’m not having a lot of luck and I’m right up against a deadline now.’


‘Do you know who was compiling it for you?’


‘I’ve been back and forth between so many people that I’ve forgotten the name. Can you do a quick search? For all I know it might turn out there’s nobody eligible and that’s why I never got a list.’


‘Okay, give me a second to get into the right system.’


There is a clack-clack of keys, a pause, an impatient sigh.


‘Sorry,’ Don says, but it’s a good sorry. ‘Computer’s a little slow this morning.’


He’s under control. He’s going to deliver.


‘Ah, here we go. There’s actually quite a few. Fourteen results.’


‘I’d better get busy, then. Can you email me their names and contact details? You’d really be digging me out of a hole.’


‘Sure thing. I can send you this list right away. What’s your email?’


‘It’s morgan.bell@RSGN_blue.com,’ I reply. ‘Major thanks, I really appreciate this.’


‘RSGN Blue? I’ve never seen that address before.’


‘It’s a new thing. Part of the rebranding: certain departments are getting a colour.’


‘You should have it now. Has the email come across okay?’


‘It’s just appeared. That’s brilliant. Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome. Sorry about the delay. Will my email address be changing, then?’


‘You’d have heard by now if it was. Don’t worry, it’s completely meaningless anyway. They’ll probably ditch it again as soon as they’ve printed the new stationery.’


Don laughs in agreement and the call comes to a polite end.


‘Good morning, Customer Communications.’


‘Yeah, good morning. I’m looking for Sonya Donovan?’


‘Yeah, that’s me. How can I help?’


‘This is Morgan Bell at Corporate Security over in Holborn. Don’t panic, we’re not about to have you escorted from the building or anything.’


‘God, well that’s a relief.’


Sonya sounds on the back foot but cheery, eager to please. She’s not been in the job long, which is, after all, why she’s been chosen from the list Don helpfully supplied.


‘It was November you joined us, right? How are you liking it at RSGN? Settling in okay?’


‘Yes, great.’


‘Glad to hear it. I’m calling because it’s coming up on our files that you haven’t had a computer security audit yet. Is that right?’


‘Er, no, I mean yes, that’s right, I haven’t. I was at a briefing when I started, but . . .’


‘Yes, that’s the standard briefing. The audit is something different. Don’t worry, it’s only a check-up to make sure you’re okay with all the protocols. It’s pretty painless and very rarely results in you being escorted from the building.’


Sonya chuckles, nervous but keen. Don’s list said she was forty-one. She sounds mumsy: cheerful, responsible, cooperative.


‘We’re doing this now?’ she asks.


‘It should only take a couple of minutes, but if you’re about to go for lunch I can schedule you for an after-hours audit. I’ve got a window at six forty-five tonight, or my colleague Mazood could fit you in at eight tomorrow morning.’


‘No, no, if it’s only going to take a little while . . .’


‘It really is. Firstly, were you happy with the IT security briefing you received when you first arrived at RSGN? Was it clear enough? Did you understand it all?’


‘Yes, totally. It was pretty similar to other places I’ve worked.’


‘And so you’re confident about your own security practices? You’re never thinking: I hope this is okay?’


‘No, never. I’m not dealing with anything sensitive here anyway. Despite the name, Customer Communications doesn’t deal with any customer accounts. We’re part of Marketing.’


‘Okay, but as an aside I would warn you never to assume any information isn’t sensitive.’


‘Of course. Absolutely.’


‘Have you had any communication that you were worried might be suspect?’


‘Do you mean emails? I know not to open any attachments: that was all covered in the briefing.’


‘Good. And have you ever been given any media – a disk or a flash drive – that originated outside of RSGN?’


‘No, never. Again, that was covered in the—’


‘Yes, I appreciate that. But not everybody remembers the briefing so well when it comes to the day-to-day, which is why we have to audit.’


‘Of course.’


‘Now, to confirm, your email is sonyadonovan@RSGN.co.uk and your login name is “sonyadonovan”, all one word?’


‘No, it’s “sdonovan”.’


‘Oh dear. And you were doing so well.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘You just told me your username, and I could be anybody.’


‘Oh, jeez, I’m sorry.’


‘It’s okay. This is why we have audits. I’d say seventy per cent of people get tripped by that one the first time. Now, more importantly, your password. Is it easily guessable?’


‘No. Well, I don’t know. I’m not sure now.’


‘I’d better test it for you, then. We’ve got software that calculates how long it would take an automated program to crack it. If your password comes in at less than a certain figure, we have to insist you change it. So, what’s yours?’


Sonya takes a breath, then sighs, letting out a chuckle.


‘No. You’re testing me again, aren’t you?’


‘Hey, you’re catching on. Rule number one, and rules number two through fifty, are never tell anyone else your password. And we recommend you change it every three months as a further precaution. Would you like me to take you through that right now, so you know how to do it?’


‘Sure, yes, that would be great.’


‘It’s very straightforward. Then that’s us done and we can both get off to lunch. I’m starving, actually.’


‘God, me too.’


Sonya listens carefully, following the instructions until she has reached the Change Password screen.


‘Okay, just this once, because it’s your first time doing this, in case anything goes wrong, I want you to change the password to “testpass”, all lowercase, then press Save.’


‘Testpass, got it. Okay, it’s gone through.’


‘Now I need you to log out of the system, then when you log in again, go to the Change Password screen and put in a proper password. And make sure nobody is in sight of your monitor when you do.’


‘Understood. I’m logging back in now. No, hang about. It’s saying “User already logged on”. It’s not letting me in.’


‘It’s okay, don’t panic. Sometimes it takes the system a while to update itself. When do you get back from lunch?’


‘Two o’clock.’


‘Oh, no bother. It will be sorted long before that. And if it’s not, my extension is . . . well, actually I’ll be out of the office this afternoon, so I’ll give you my mobile.’


‘Thanks. And is that it now? The audit?’


‘Yes. All done. Thank you, Sonya. You’ve given me everything I needed.’


And she sure has. Because at this point, the hacker known as Buzzkill is already inside the system, having logged on to the RSGN Bank – username ‘sdonovan’, password ‘testpass’ – the very second Sonya logged out. And Buzzkill has a whole hour to go exploring before she comes back.




THE TOMORROW PEOPLE


‘There are few more impressive sights than a Scotsman on the make,’ according to J.M. Barrie, who might not qualify as an entirely objective source. His fellow countryman Jack Parlabane would like to believe Barrie’s words are true, but right now he is more certain of the fact that ‘wanting it too much’ looks the same on a Scotsman as it does on every other nationality, and ‘impressive’ definitely does not seem the appropriate adjective. That’s why nobody ever thought to use Desperation as a brand name for shower gel.


He is in a café in Shoreditch, sitting opposite Candace Montracon and Lee Williams, respectively the founder and the London bureau chief of Broadwave. The place is a former greasy spoon that has been given the full gentrification make-over, though with the hipster ‘ironic’ twist that it is serving pretty much the same menu as in its previous incarnation. The principal differences are that the walls have been stripped back to their bare bricks, the crockery is now uniformly black and square, and the brown sauce comes in a pewter ramekin. Oh, and that it’s a tenner for a roll and sausage.


There are not many things in this world that would entice Parlabane to tolerate such an establishment, but the prospect of a job with Broadwave is one of them.


‘You’ve been in the game a long time,’ Candace states. ‘Going all the way back to the early nineties.’


Parlabane can’t quite read her tone, but from the fact that she makes the early nineties sound like it could be the Victorian era, he’s not so sure she thinks his longevity is an entirely positive attribute. The phrase ‘veteran reporter’ has already been used, which he is not delighted about, but he is sufficiently familiar with the terms ‘disgraced reporter’ and ‘former reporter’ as to make his peace with it.


‘I started unusually young,’ he tells them, hoping this shaves a few years off their perceptions of his age. ‘It helped when I was first investigating scams in Glasgow. I looked too innocent to be a cop or a reporter.’


‘And from there you were headhunted to join a major investigative team here in London, before moving out to LA.’


‘Yeah,’ Lee chimes in, her gushy excitement pouring forth in contrast to Candace’s detached cool. ‘You went undercover investigating corruption in the LAPD. Seriously hardcore.’


‘How do you know about that?’ Parlabane asks, partly to hide his delight at how pleased she looks.


‘Travin Coates, one of your colleagues from back then heads up our west coast features desk,’ Candace says. ‘We were talking about the Black Widow story and he said he’d worked for you. Gave you a good reference, said we should hit you up.’


Parlabane nods, wondering where his stock is right now. He thought he was being, if not headhunted, then at least asked to audition, and reckoned that was on the strength of his career overall. If the Diana Jager scoop is the principal reason they are looking at him, then the ground feels a lot shakier beneath his feet. That story put him back on the radar after a difficult few years, but the attention it brought was always likely to be transitory. There is a very good chance that it merely made Broadwave curious, and now that they have the chance to run the rule over him, they will see that he is not what they were hoping for.


This would be a massive kick in the plums, because Broadwave is very much what Parlabane is hoping for. There are precious few opportunities left in traditional print journalism, even for individuals who haven’t burned quite so many bridges, so he is running out of time to find a future. Broadwave is a burgeoning cross-media entity that has evolved from a completely new perspective upon news and technology. While other outlets are struggling to manage the change from their old analogue platforms, often drowning under the weight of their own legacies, Broadwave is a product of the digital age.


It was started in San Francisco by Candace Montracon, whose background was in tech start-ups rather than journalism or television, so its models and paradigms derived from Silicon Valley rather than Fleet Street. It wasn’t trying to be anything that had gone before, which was perhaps why it quickly developed such a strong brand in a crowded and hyper-competitive market. What had impressed Parlabane was that in a web full of clickbait and content dilution, Broadwave was all about substance. When a big story broke, it went deep: its features were lengthy and detailed, its interviews wide and prolific.


Critics called it ‘Broadfunnel’, because it was one of the first places would-be reporters and ordinary punters sent their blogs, vlogs and phone-cam footage in the hope of a payment or simply a credit. Candace called this ‘crowdsourcing the news’, and hired a new breed of editors whose job was about filtering and compiling content from the deluge of material that came to them over the wires. It wasn’t a scattershot strategy: this new breed needed strong news sense, and worked closely with a staff of experienced reporters who helped shape the coverage across multiple media. The results weren’t merely garnering page hits: Broadwave’s features were regularly being picked up by newspapers, and its logo was becoming a familiar sight in the corner of video footage shown on network news.


He hadn’t sent them a CV and no vacancy had been advertised. They called him, and he was on a flight the next morning. He met them at their London offices, in a basement off Kingsland Road.


In his excited haste Parlabane had scribbled down the words ‘perseverance works’ next to the postcode dictated by the intern he spoke to. As he walked from Old Street Tube station, he couldn’t remember whether this had been a warning that the place was difficult to find or a sentiment to himself regarding his own tenacity. It turned out to be the name of the building.


He was met in the reception area by a heavily tattooed young woman sporting close-cropped, pink-dyed hair and a pair of pink eighteen-hole Doc Marten boots. She had an iPhone in her left hand and was clutching a copy of Diva in her right. She looked twenty-five at most and Parlabane assumed she must be the intern he had spoken to until she greeted him by name in a strong southern Welsh accent. That was what turned enough cogs in his head for him to be able to respond by saying: ‘You must be Lee.’


He didn’t know if he got points for that, but she did seem genuinely pleased to see him.


He only got a brief look at the place through the reception windows before Lee ushered him back out again, saying they would be meeting Candace around the corner for brunch.


Hence his current location in this po-mo greasy spoon, where Parlabane is coming to suspect that his glimpse through the windows is as close to Broadwave as he’s going to get.


‘I’m not gonna ask you to blow smoke. That doesn’t tell me nothing I don’t know. What I really want to ask is what you think is wrong with Broadwave.’


It is Candace who speaks. Parlabane wonders whether his insight is genuinely being sought or whether this is some kind of truth-to-power test. Candace Montracon is a tall and striking black Hispanic transsexual whose path to a nine-figure net worth before the age of thirty was not greased by favour, privilege or Ivy League connections. There was no ‘small loan of a million dollars’. Hers is an intimidating power to speak truth to, but Parlabane also reckons her bullshit detection and tolerance levels are calibrated so that truth is the only path. He is also working on the premise that Candace didn’t get where she is without a fine appreciation for hustle.


This is his chance to pitch.


‘That’s not a question you would be asking if you didn’t already know the answer. Broadwave’s Achilles heel right now is that in news terms, while you’ve got great reach and fast reflexes, you’re reactive rather than dynamic. Something happens and you’re all over it, big with the analysis and the follow-up. Not so much with the scoops. You’re great at covering stories, but you aren’t breaking them.’


Candace shows barely any response, but Parlabane is looking carefully enough to detect just the slightest affirmation. It’s barely a nod, the merest movement of her head, but it’s enough to say: Tell me more.


‘You guys thought the whole “democratisation of information” thing combined with your crowdsourcing model would mean the stories would come to you. You’d be the ideal safe haven for whistle-blowers, for leaks and confidential sources: people who wouldn’t go to the mainstream media because they didn’t trust them for whatever reason. It didn’t happen though, because it doesn’t work like that.


‘New media, old media, certain principles endure, and one of them is that it’s all about contacts. If you’ve got a nervous source wanting to reach out, they’re going to reach out to someone they know, or at least someone they feel they can quantify. People trust individuals, not brands; no matter how hot and sexy that brand is. And that goes tenfold in the political sphere.’


Candace fixes him with a penetrating stare.


‘And I gather the political sphere is one in which you are well-travelled.’


Lee wades in before Parlabane can answer, speaking with what he is surprised to discern as alacrity.


‘He broke some seriously major stories.’


Lee turns to look at him, eyes wide. She is actually fangirling.


‘I mean, Jesus, the Midlothian NHS Trust scandal, the murder of Roland Voss, a massive blackmail conspiracy at the Scottish Parliament. That was swashbuckling shit. You were a lightning rod back then.’


As they departed the Broadwave offices, Lee had informed him that the premises had once housed a typesetting business, asking if he remembered what it was like to use paste-up boards and bromides. He replied in the affirmative, which seemed to delight Lee but made Parlabane feel like a relic.


It is proving something of a leitmotif as the interview progresses.


‘And how’s your contact book looking these days?’ Candace asks.


It is what in Glasgow they call a double dunt. She is not only pointing out the stark absence of such lightning-rod political scoops in Parlabane’s more recent career, but deftly introducing the sensitive subject of the reason why.


Parlabane finishes chewing a small mouthful of his roll and sausage; probably about a quid’s worth.


‘I guess you’re asking whether I’m as good as my greatest triumphs or as bad as my worst mistakes.’


‘It would be fair if the answer was “somewhere in between”, but we both know it ain’t about fair. Especially now. It’s all about the brand. Hitler Diaries: that was embarrassing because it told everyone the news company wanted it to be true more than they worried about it being right. When you’re the goddamn Sunday Times, you can recover from that. We don’t got the institutional cachet of having a century or two of operational history behind us. In the new media, you’re only credible while you’re cool and you’re only cool while you’re credible. What I’m asking is if you can still get people to pick up the phone.’


Parlabane feels punctured, skewered with pinpoint accuracy through his own Achilles heel. The Leveson Inquiry had laid bare his more morally questionable (and at times downright illegal) methodology, and in his desperation to restore his reputation he had taken the bait in a honey trap set by the intelligence services. What he thought was a major scoop about military collusion in overseas false flag operations turned out to be a deliberate hoax planted to flush out a leak. He had wanted it to be true more than he had worried about it being right.


‘I can still find a story where nobody knew there was one,’ he replies. ‘My Black Widow exclusive proves that much.’


He winces inside. He’s actually bringing up the Black Widow story himself now. Not waving but drowning.


Candace looks impassive, though Parlabane is grateful her look is not one of pity.


‘It was a big story, a great scoop,’ she concedes. ‘But not so much about your contact book as about being in the right place at the right time.’


Parlabane takes a sip of tea. He’s sure this last was supposed to rile him, maybe to see how he reacted or maybe evidence that Candace has seen enough and wants to wrap this up.


He figures he’s got one last opening here, and then it’s over.


‘You ever watch football, Candace?’


‘Do you mean soccer? Sometimes.’


‘I took her to West Ham against Swansea,’ Lee says, her grin and her accent suggesting the points went west.


‘I once heard an interview with a striker who had scored the only goal of the game, a tap-in from six yards,’ Parlabane says. ‘Someone had come up to him afterwards and said: “You got your money easy today.” He laughed because the guy had no idea what it took to be in the right place at the right time for that six-yard tap-in. It’s the most valuable skill in the game, and a striker who’s got that is worth a fortune.’


‘That’s true,’ Lee agrees, but then she wrinkles her nose. That’s when he knows for sure that he’s lost it.


‘It wasn’t really a Broadwave kind of story, though,’ Lee goes on. ‘I mean, it was a great scoop, obviously, but affairs, cheating, marriage breakdown: it’s a bit tabloidy. Not quite our speed.’


She’s still smiling, but he can see the regret in it. He has disappointed her. She wanted him to prove he was still relevant, that he was still the guy she had read about. Essentially she wanted the reporter he was when he was her age.


Parlabane picks up the remains of his roll, an overpriced breakfast looking like the only thing he’s going to get out of this interview.


He looks across at the women on the other side of the table and thinks about some of the editors and colleagues he used to work with. So many men he used to work with. He can imagine the way they would respond to the idea of Lee as their news editor.


I don’t care what job title she’s been given, I’m not listening to some little girl. What can she tell me about this game when she’s only twenty-five?


Parlabane’s response would be to listen to her very carefully, because she’s got that job title and she’s only twenty-five.


He used to think he wanted the media to be the way it once was, but these were the comfort fantasies of an ageing man. Instead he can glimpse what the industry might become were it run by young tyros such as Candace and Lee, rather than by old filth like Kelvin MacKenzie and Paul Dacre.


Candace signals for the bill with the slightest glance to the waitress. It is subtle and minute yet effective, unequivocal, and in that tiny gesture Parlabane can see the future leaving without him.




THE USUAL REASONS


<Buzzkill> So would some noble gentleman care to oblige a fellow and do the needful with these password hashes?


<Cicatrix> Who invited Little Lord Fauntleroy?


<Buzzkill> Sorry, forgot myself. Spent all day at the riding school teaching dressage.


*Buzzkill changes language mode to Internet Relay Chat.


<Buzzkill> Can anybody hook a brother up?


<Stonefish> NYPA.


<Cicatrix> Yeah NYPA. What the hell are you going after a bank for?


<Buzzkill> Striking back at the patriarchy. And for the lulz.


<Stonefish> Strike back on your own then. Sounds like you’re turning SJW.


<Buzzkill> Get rekt, fuckhead.


<Juice> Hey. Show a bit of respect up in here.


<Cicatrix> What’s up your butthole?


<Juice> My boy Blayze died today.


<Cicatrix> Shit. Sorry man.


<Stonefish> Yeah. Sucks, dude. He close? Family?


<Juice> Family. Found him dead on the couch this morning. Must have lay there all night.


<Buzzkill> That’s awful. You okay?


<Juice> Hurting. Bad.


<Stonefish> You were close?


<Juice> Yeah. I fuckin loved that budgie.


<Stonefish> lol


<Cicatrix> Fuck you, skrub.


<Juice> Rekt.


<Stonefish> Rest in kill poor Blayze.


*Buzzkill lights candle.


*Buzzkill mourns the budgie.


K-zag joined channel #Uninvited_specops


<K-zag> Sup. What I miss?


<Stonefish> Juice’s budgie died and Buzzkill wants to take down a bank.


<K-zag> For revenge?


<Buzzkill> No. For the usual reasons.


The usual reasons. Buzzkill smiles typing that.


Once you’re in the guts of it, it’s hard to remember what first sparked the motivation for a hack. In this case it was a TV news report about the Royal Scottish Great Northern Bank doling out super-fat bonuses to its top dogs, like these skrubs needed a hot meal. This was coming on the heels of the revelations that the RSGN had been illegally rigging the Libor rates as well as helping its richest clients dodge what meagre taxes were still due after they had parked the rest of their money in Panama or the Virgin islands.


Stonefish was on the wind-up, using SJW. It stands for social justice warrior, which admittedly Buzzkill can be, sometimes. Nothing is sacred with the Uninvited crowd, and it is unwise to let them know what you really care about. Nothing is to be taken seriously, and anything you say can and will be used against you. That said, you don’t have to be selling the Socialist Worker outside Euston to think these RSGN chancers are taking the piss.


The TV reporter laid it all out, what they’d been up to, then their shameless spokeswombat spewed out quotes giving it the L’Oréal defence: Because we’re worth it. Buzzkill’s response was: Fuck these ass-clowns.


But Buzzkill has thought ‘fuck these ass-clowns’ about plenty of people before, and not decided to deploy any hack-fu against them. Seeing the report merely prompted the response: ‘Hmmm. I wonder I wonder I wonder.’


So truth is it’s not about social justice, any more than the rest of the Uninvited crew – regardless what they might claim – will be doing it for the lulz. They do it for the usual reasons: because they can; or simply to find out if they can.


A bank would ordinarily be a non-starter (come on, it’s a bank), but at the tail-end of that news story, the reporter mentioned that the RSGN was in the middle of a rebranding exercise. It was the usual suit-think: they were trying to clean up their image by redesigning their logo and launching a new slogan. It was hardly going to make everybody forget that they were doling out seven-figure bonuses to their execs while everybody else was still paying for their ten-figure bail-out, but it did present a skilled hacker with a possibility.


A trip down Canary Wharf was called for, to that glass-and-chrome supervillain HQ from where you see the TV guys reporting every time the RSGN gets caught on the fiddle. Buzzkill had a wander around, scoped the place, took some notes: such as the fact that it had this gigantic digital thermometer hanging in the middle of the vestibule, permanently showing the wrong temperature. It was about forty feet up and obviously a bitch of a thing to get to, so apparently it had been like that a while, as it hadn’t been twenty-eight outside for months.


Around midday, an upmarket deli joint full of suits having lunch seemed an inviting destination. Buzzkill sat there a long time, sipping from a bottle of water and being comfortably ignored, blending into the background. To a shower of corporate zones the hacker was practically invisible.


Buzzkill huddled there tapping at a laptop which had a modified webcam attached to the side by a clip. It was designed to look like it was pointing at the user, but all the time the tiny high-definition camera was focused on the screen of whichever device happened to be open on an adjacent table. That way the resourceful hacker-about-town was able to see the address of the site they were logging into in order to keep working for the Man during their lunch hours: committed, professional, dedicated.


Slaves. Drones. Losers.


After that, of course, a username and password would be required.


Sonya’s login proved sufficient to facilitate a thorough poke around, allowing the download of a ton of emails and a fact-finding tour of the Customer Communications department’s local network. Sonya’s lowly credentials weren’t going to provide access to anything truly tasty, but it was a foot in the door: enough to get names, job titles, contact details, and from that to develop a picture of the department’s structure, the terminology they used and crucially the codename they had given the rebranding project: White Frost.


Hacking works by increments: once you’re inside, even at the ground floor, you can usually score something that will help you access the next level; and sometimes you really luck out. In this case it was the discovery that Customer Communications had a policy of hot-desking, so staff were logging in from different computers. This meant that each machine stored a list of passwords for all of the user accounts that had logged into it. They were encrypted, but still, it represented an express elevator to the penthouse. Buzzkill only needed the right executive credentials to make it move.


That’s what the internet relay chatroom request for hashes was all about, and why the guys were joyfully giving out grief about it. It takes a varied pool of talents to make something like this happen, and though everybody loves to showcase their skillz, they also love the power it gives them when they can dangle their refusal over a friend in need.


You don’t only have to ask politely, you have to ask canny. Don’t sound like you want it too much. Don’t sound like you’re on a crusade.


That’s why Stonefish said NYPA. Not Your Personal Army. He was joking, though. He knew Buzzkill wasn’t on a crusade, same as they both knew nobody was going to miss out on being part of this big a win. This would see Uninvited getting headlines right around the globe. Jesus, even LulzSec and Anonymous never hit a bank.




A GOOD WALK SPOILED


‘Hello, can I speak to Jonathan Rockwood please?’


‘Who is this?’


‘My name is Les Dillon. I’m from—’


‘Les, it’s not a good time to talk. I’m on the golf course, so . . .’


‘I appreciate that, and I’m very sorry to interrupt your game on a Sunday morning, sir, but I’m with IT and I need to inform you of some server outages in case they affect you.’


‘Wait, server outages?’


‘Yes, sir. There’s been a suspected breach and we’ve been investigating a possible malware intrusion. The damage looks limited at this stage but the worry is that we don’t know how far it might have spread.’


‘What are you telling me?’


‘Well, ordinarily we wouldn’t be going so belt and braces, but because of White Frost we’ve been ordered to take everything up a notch, security-wise. We’re having to wipe the potentially affected servers and restore from back-up.’


‘I’ve got a deadline for a major project fast-approaching. I can’t afford any delays.’


‘I know, sir. I’m aware you’re in charge of customer-side website content for the rebrand, which is why I’ve been instructed to let you know about this immediately, and to ask which servers you’ve been using for the White Frost project.’


‘We’re using Sierra Nine and Sierra Eleven.’


‘I was kind of hoping that wasn’t going to be your answer.’


‘Shit. How long is this going to take?’


‘We’ll be getting them back up one by one, but some are likely to be down for several days.’


‘Several days? That’s just not on. Absolutely not. There has to be a quicker solution.’


‘With respect, sir, it’s not like re-installing Windows. We’re going to have to rebuild entire databases, and the compiling process—’


‘I don’t care about the technicalities. This work is crucial to White Frost, do you understand? For fuck’s sake, there has to be something you can do.’


‘This is not my doing, sir. I appreciate you’re upset, but you’re not the first person I’ve had this conversation with. Everybody wants to be head of the queue to get their work up and running again.’


‘I apologise. I’m shooting the messenger here. But you have to see the situation I’m in. White Frost is supposed to be going live in less than a fortnight, and . . .’


‘I understand, sir. I suppose there is— No.’


‘What?’


That little note of desperate, eager hope in his voice is music to any hacker’s ears.


‘Well, the only thing I can think to do might get me into a boatload of trouble if it goes south.’


‘I’ll vouch for you. What is it?’


‘It would involve me creating a new partition on the server and copy-pasting your project files to that while everything else gets wiped. Problem is, if it later turns out the malware has infected your stuff, then we’re back to where we started and we’ll have to repeat the whole exercise further down the line. Except, when I say we, I mean whoever is doing my job after I get fired.’


‘I’ll take full responsibility. You can have that in writing if you like.’


‘That won’t be necessary, Mr Rockwood. I’ll take you at your word. What I am going to need from you is a list of the directories where you’re storing the materials you want protected.’


‘Absolutely. Absolutely. I can email that from right here.’


‘I’m also going to need your username and password.’


Rockwood takes a breath, about to answer. Then he stops, and there is a moment’s pause.


‘Wait. Who did you say you were?’


There is no panic. Buzzkill is ready for this. It’s not an exact science. It never goes smooth, exactly the way you planned it. It’s not about whether you get the specific information you were phishing for: it’s about how you can improvise with the information you do get.


The very reason for this call to Rockwood is that Plan A got derailed. It’s okay, though. Without this brief exchange, Buzzkill wouldn’t have scored the additional information regarding which servers Rockwood is keeping the goodies on; and better yet, which specific directories contain the White Frost assets.


Plan A involved Stonefish decoding Rockwood’s password hash and then Buzzkill was simply going to log in and see how far his clearance level took things. Password hashes are long gobbledegook strings of numbers and letters that represent the encrypted versions of login details. It’s so that a computer or website doesn’t store your actual password for some curious and enterprising individual to get hold of. Hashes can be decrypted, though. Guys like Stonefish live for it. It’s like a religious meditation the way he describes it: descending into this trance-like flow state in which hours pass without him noticing. He said one time he actually wet himself a bit because by the time he realised that he needed to pee, it was so urgent that he didn’t make it to the bathroom fast enough.


Stonefish had delivered. That wasn’t the problem.


<Buzzkill> Were you trolling me with that password for Rockwood?


<Stonefish> You’re saying it was wrong?


<Buzzkill> I’m saying it didn’t work.


<Stonefish> Did you key it in right? It was jacknicklaus78, all lowercase.


<Buzzkill> I copy-pasted it.


<Stonefish> Shit. I swear jacknicklaus78 was definitely what I got from the hash.


<Buzzkill> Not doubting you. Just checking, because I can’t afford too many wrong attempts in case he gets an alert.


<Stonefish> Definitely not messing with you man.


It may have been an older document. Maybe Rockwood last logged on from that particular machine a while ago and had changed his password since, or perhaps he changed it regularly. Buzzkill really hates people who do that.


But there are ways to use someone’s old password in order to get his new one.


‘Les Dillon,’ Buzzkill tells him. ‘I’m with IT.’


‘Where are you based?’


‘I’m mostly at Radogan House over in Holborn.’


Buzzkill uses the specific name of the premises rather than merely the geographic.


‘Who’s your boss over there?’


It’s a safe bet he knows naff-all about RSGN’s IT personnel, and if Buzzkill made up a name it would call his bluff, but you don’t leave shit like that to chance. Les Dillon is the name of the person who is genuinely on-duty today for the IT department. Buzzkill knows this for a fact, having called first thing and checked.


‘Tallat Kumar. Do you want to talk to him instead? Because if you do, please don’t tell him what I just offered to do for you.’


‘No, it’s okay. But I’m not comfortable giving my login details over the phone. You could be anybody.’


‘I understand. And to be honest I’m not comfortable risking my job over bypassing your files in the server rebuild, so maybe it’s best if we leave it.’


Buzzkill lets Rockwood think about this, reminding him that Les is his only chance of getting a fast result.


‘No, no. What if I came in right now and logged in for you?’


‘I’m on a bit of a clock here. It’s really now or never.’


Limited time offer!


‘I could be there in forty-five minutes.’


‘I really can’t wait that long. Tell you what, though. I can call up your details and read you back the password you used when we first set up your user account.’


‘How do you have access to that?’


‘Through something else that could get me fired. We keep a record of people’s initial password in case they screw up the primary registration. It’s why we recommend regularly changing your password. Please don’t tell anyone I told you about it.’


‘No, I won’t.’


‘Anyway, I’m looking at your file now and it appears your initial password was “jacknicklaus78”. Would that be right?’


‘Yes. Well, I don’t think that was my original password, but I did use it.’


‘It’s what we’ve got on file. Are you happy to give me your new one now?’


‘Sure. It’s “tomwatson77”. Username “jrockwood”.’


‘Got it. Thank you.’


‘And can you guarantee my work will be safe from the server meltdown?’


‘As soon as you tell me the directories you want protected.’


‘You’re a life-saver. I owe you big time.’


‘No, you don’t. Because this didn’t happen, remember?’


‘Understood.’


‘Now, I don’t need to say that when you get into work tomorrow, you should change your password . . .’




LIFE IN CAPTIVITY


I take off my jacket, my boots, my watch, my bangles and my earrings, placing them in a grey plastic tray which is lifted by a grey-faced woman and shunted on to a grey conveyor belt beneath the most harsh and nasty strip lighting. There is a bloke in front of me, waiting for the nod to go through the metal detector. He smells like he has spent the morning rolling around in a giant ashtray. I hate the smell of cigarettes on clothes worse than I hate the smell of the smoke itself. It smells of mornings after: of not knowing who I am going to find in the house, crashed out on the couch or in my mum’s bed.


I stand there in my socks, waiting my turn, like I’ve done so many times in so many airports. Today, though, I know that once I have passed through security, the only journey waiting for me will be a guilt trip.


Ash-Man shuffles through the arch then I am beckoned forward. I always feel nervous that these things might beep, but vastly more so here. If you forget to remove your phone or whatever at Heathrow, they’re only going to make you go through again. Here, they might think you’re trying to smuggle contraband. I resent the fact that they are looking at me and actually thinking I might be a criminal.


But the worst part is I can’t hold it against them: after all, I am the daughter of one.


I take a seat in the waiting room where they hold you until it’s officially visiting time, and not a fraction of a second before. I am surrounded by people who look hatchet-faced and aggressive, people I am careful not to make eye contact with, but who I feel driven by instinctive caution to scrutinise.


A rational voice tells me these are only visitors, the same as me, but they aren’t the same as me. They all seem tougher than me. They don’t look scared like I feel scared.


They are bristling with attitude, some of them openly and often pointlessly disrespectful towards the staff. It is as though they are laying down boundaries, standing on the same side of the line as their friend or relative who is inside.


I am suddenly self-conscious about being so cooperative and polite, smiling at the staff like some stupid girl. That is me, though: always afraid of getting into trouble. Always trying to please the teacher.


I can hear Keisha and Gabrielle’s voices, mocking how I spoke in class, mocking how I behaved, mocking how I dressed. Considering they were all in the same school uniform, it showed you how little those bitches needed to work with.


‘You fucking fink you’re better’n us, don’t ya?’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Yes, you fucking do. Just cause you always get your sums right and you talk all proper. It’s paffetic. You fink you’re a fucking genius. You’re fucking nuffing, that’s what you are. Nobody fucking knows you exist except the fucking teachers.’


No, I don’t.


That really told them. Put them in their place good and proper.


I don’t get what’s wrong with how I talk. I moved around a lot growing up, rarely long in one place, so although I understand their slang, I feel self-conscious using it, because it’s not mine. There’s a few Geordie words that feel more natural, but I tend to shy off using them too, because they only remind me of how I don’t belong.


Keisha’s right, though. I am pathetic. Always a target. Always a victim.


It still burns inside when I remember what they did to me in fourth form. They must have got bored of the endless verbal abuse and tripping me up in corridors. Or maybe it finally dawned on them that they were the ones who thought I was better than them, and this light-bulb moment inspired a rare bout of creativity.


They cornered me on the way home one afternoon, lying in ambush behind the high flats: Keisha, Gabrielle, Martine and Paula. I always took the long way home because I knew the others tended to cut through the park. They must have doubled back, or maybe they had bunked off the last class and were on their way to hang around the shops.


‘Martine says you’ve got maffs homework,’ Keisha stated.


Martine was in the top set for maths alongside me, but she never got shit for it because she was one of their mates, and had been for ever. I had only been at the school a year at this point.


‘You’re gonna fail it,’ Gabrielle said.


I thought she was simply trying to goad me, before it hit me that this wasn’t a prediction, but an order.


‘You’re gonna fail it or we’re gonna fuck you up.’


Martine stood there arms folded, giving me evils. She was going to let them know if I complied. Martine was a hanger-on, someone who wouldn’t be pushing anybody around if she wasn’t in with that lot, so she was enjoying wielding some power. I wondered if it had been her idea, a way of scoring points with Keisha and Gabrielle.


In case I thought this might be an empty threat, Keisha punched me in the stomach so hard I thought I was going to be sick. Then they all walked away, but they weren’t laughing like they usually did once they’d had their fun. That was how I knew for sure they were planning to follow up.


I was in hell after that, wrestling with what to do. I wrote out a version of my homework that I had calculated to be a narrow fail: something that would score less than 50 per cent, but where the marks were lost in ways believable enough to the teacher that it wouldn’t be obvious I was taking a dive.


I couldn’t sleep that night, and sometime around two in the morning I ripped up the failed homework and started again. I had tried to convince myself otherwise, but deep down I knew that if I did this for them once, they would repeat the drill. They were doing this because they had run out of ways to hurt me, so I couldn’t give them a new one.


It was my only means of defiance. I couldn’t stand up to them face to face, even one on one, but I could still give them all a big fuck you in the only way possible. I stayed up the rest of the night, taking extra care over the homework, making sure I missed nothing.


I scored 98 per cent, my highest mark ever.


It felt good for about a second, seeing the look on Martine’s face, but as soon as maths was finished, my legs were like jelly and my stomach was imploding. I was useless in my other classes, tired from being up all night and distracted by thoughts of how I might get home.


I stayed in sight of the staffroom window during breaks and even held off having a pee so as to avoid the toilets. My bladder was bursting by the last class, a constant, growing, piercing pain.


In my desperation to get home, I opted to race through the park, running all the way, reckoning they would be waiting for me on my normal route. I was wrong. I ran right into them, and as Keisha fronted up to me, fists balled, I pissed myself in front of everyone. Not only them, but half the school. They all laughed and took photos. It was on Facebook before I got home.


The door to the visit room opens from the inside, preceded by a jangle of keys and a distinctive clunk. It is the constant rhythm of this place, like hi-hat and bass drum.


I am last inside, letting everyone else file through before me, not wanting to get in anyone’s way. I don’t like the feeling of being in a crowd, even the sense of bustle when too many people are trying to get through one doorway.


Same as last time, I look past my mother at first before recognising her. She is in a faded blue prison-badged polo shirt, identical to all the other women, one that looks as though it has been through the machine a couple of thousand times. Before she went inside, I had never seen her in anything so basic and indistinct, and I know that being forced to wear the same thing as anyone else is an insult. For someone who worked as a nurse for years, Mum has always had an aversion to uniforms. The skin on her arms looks ashy. I’ve never seen that on her before. She must have run out of moisturiser.


She isn’t smiling. Instead she has a searching, quizzical look on her face.


‘Where’s Lilly?’


Not ‘How are you?’ or ‘Thanks for coming’.


‘Why didn’t you bring her?’


‘It’s Wednesday. She’s at school.’


Where I should be, I don’t add.


‘Oh, Jesus, like it matters if she misses a morning. Not like she’s studying for her GCSEs.’


‘She doesn’t like it if her routine is disrupted. Neither does the school.’


‘Yeah, but I haven’t seen her in over a week. She gets upset if she doesn’t see me.’


I sit down on a hard plastic chair. Mum didn’t stand up, so there weren’t going to be any hugs. If I’d brought Lilly, sure, but I haven’t.


I take a moment, readying myself to say this. I feel exposed. The light in here is too bright, too harsh.


‘Not getting to see you upsets Lilly, but not as much as seeing you in here and then leaving again. She doesn’t understand why you can’t just come home. We’ve been twice and she’s cried for hours after each time.’


‘You think I don’t cry afterwards too?’


Maybe not after this time, I reckon, but I say nothing.


‘You think I like it here?’ Mum demands.


I still stay silent. I’ve made my point.


‘How is Lilly? Is she eating okay? Are you making sure you’re there on time at school, because she gets real scared if she comes out that door and she can’t see someone she knows.’


I feel my hackles rise. I gaze across, meeting my mum’s insistent eyes. The horrible threads and dry skin aside, I think Mum is looking better than she has done in a long time. It must be harder to get drugs in here than the stories make out, though coffee is an exception, I guess, because she looks kind of wired. She is more alert, more awake, and now that she is straightened out, she has to occupy her ever-restless mind with other things, and that means micro-managing my care of Lilly from a distance.


‘Lilly is fine. Me not so much.’


Mum tuts, like this is merely whining she could do without. I press on, though. Talking this stuff out was the reason I made myself come here.


‘I got a letter this morning telling us the housing benefit’s being cut because we now have a spare room.’


Mum’s face is a mixture of outrage and confusion.


‘We don’t have a spare room.’


‘We do now. So we either have to move somewhere smaller or make up the difference, which just got harder because they already said they won’t transfer the Carer’s Allowance to me because I’m not eligible.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m still at the college. They don’t give it to people in full-time education, same as they don’t give it to you if you’re earning more than a hundred quid a week. Or at least more than a hundred quid that they know about,’ I add.


Mum sighs at this dig, nostrils flaring. She folds her arms and sits back in her chair. I brace myself. I know the signs: another helping of tough love coming up. I can barely remember the last time I enjoyed any other kind.


‘Well, you’re gonna have to get a job, Sam.’


She says it with a dry, humourless laugh, like I’m being thick or in denial and need the hard truth pointing out.


‘What about my exams? What about going to uni?’


Mum holds out her palms in a display of frustration, indicating her situation.


‘I don’t know if you noticed, but circumstances have changed.’


This is Mum all over. She acts like this is something that simply happened, and happened to her rather than something she brought upon herself.


‘If you want it so badly, you’ll make it work. Change your application to somewhere in London, find a part-time job. Plenty of other students manage.’


‘And I could too, but not if I have to be there for Lilly. Dropping her off every morning, picking her up every afternoon, staying around the house all the time she’s home.’


‘Welcome to my life, before this happened. You don’t think I could have spread my wings if I didn’t have Lilly to think about?’


Well, no, I don’t say. You definitely didn’t spread them very far all the times you had me looking after her, running to get to school on time after I dropped Lilly at hers, sprinting again to be there for her at the end of the day. Those wings never seemed to take you past your dealer’s house, and half the time they never lifted you from the sofa.


The hardest part is that I remember my mum being someone different, someone who was always in control. She was never passive, feeling sorry for herself and acting like a victim. She was full of energy and ideas, looking for every angle she could play.


That was before Dad died, though. Everything turned to shit after that.


‘You’re her mother.’


‘And you’re her sister.’


‘It’s not the same. I’m nineteen.’


‘What, and I’ve had my time, is that what you’re saying? I can’t believe you sometimes, Samantha. You’re so selfish. What would Lilly think if she heard you talk about looking after her like this, as though you want rid of her.’


‘That’s not what I said.’


‘It’s what I’m hearing.’


I look down at the manky, fag-burned table. I can feel Mum’s glare burning into me. I am cowed, defeated.


How did it come to this, that I could sit here and be guilt-tripped by the person who fucked everything up?


‘I’m just saying, this is all falling on me, Mum, and it’s a lot to handle. They’re sending someone to do an assessment.’


Mum stiffens.


‘Who is?’


‘Social services. They need to check out the situation, make sure Lilly’s being looked after properly.’


‘And why wouldn’t she be?’


‘If we can’t make the rent and I’ve no Carer’s Allowance and her mum’s in jail and I’m struggling to put food on the table, they might not view that as an ideal situation.’
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