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			Chapter One

			Five Get Cyber-security Conscious

			It had been a long, harrowing year of fake news, online abuse, misogynist doxing, ransomware attacks and state-sponsored cyber terrorism. Like many others, Julian, Anne, George and Dick felt the world was becoming a colder and harsher place, for no reason that they could really understand or control.

			The devices that ordinary people relied upon to live their lives were being turned into weapons against them and, one morning in early autumn, Anne, Dick and George found themselves sitting at the kitchen table being subjected to yet another lecture from Julian.

			‘It’s all about security!’ he said for the third time.

			Anne was painting her nails and George was reading a piece about Gamergate on her phone, while Dick flicked through Anne’s discarded Stylist magazine with a look of profound mystification.

			‘You never know when they’ll get you!’ Julian went on. ‘We must be vigilant! At all times! So I hope you’ve updated your software protection.’

			‘No point,’ said Anne. ‘If they want to get you, they’ll get you.’

			‘What do you mean?’ asked Julian. ‘Also, what’s this ice cream doing out of the freezer?’

			‘It’s not ice cream,’ said George, ‘it’s Bolognese. Look at the writing on the top.’

			‘Actually, that writing’s out of date,’ said Anne. ‘It’s really rhubarb crumble in there. I don’t know why it’s out of the freezer, though.’

			‘Oh, sorry,’ said Dick. ‘It won’t fit any more. Had to make room for my laptop.’

			They all stopped what they were doing and looked at him.

			‘It’s the new thing,’ he said. ‘I read somewhere if you really don’t want your computer to get hacked—’

			‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ said Julian. ‘We don’t have to be that paranoid.’

			‘Haven’t you been reading the paper?’ George asked. ‘Almost any household item is at risk, these days. They can activate your phone, even if it’s not on. The C.I.A. can use your coffee machine to spy on you.’

			‘Well, I’m glad it’s good for something,’ said Julian. ‘It certainly doesn’t make coffee.’ 
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			It had been a long, harrowing year of fake news, online abuse, misogynist doxing, ransomware attacks and state-sponsored cyber terrorism.

			But George had touched a nerve. Julian put his lecture on hold for the moment and sat down to do some research.  Within minutes, he was saucer-eyed with paranoia. 

			‘I had no idea it was this bad,’ he said, jumping up. ‘It’s outrage! A gross intrusion! A breach of my fundamental human rights!’

			The others had already returned to painting their nails and reading. 

			‘Right,’ said Julian. ‘There’s nothing else for it. I’m going to live in the Australian outback.’

			‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Anne. ‘You can’t afford the plane fare.’

			‘And they have spiders the size of your face,’ said George. ‘You hate spiders.’

			‘Fine.’ Julian marched to his room and emerged fifteen minutes later in hiking boots and with a waterproof zipped up to his nose. On his back was a rucksack bulging with his possessions.

			‘I can’t stand this oppression,’ said his muffled voice. ‘I’m leaving. I’ll head north and make a new life for myself in the wilds of the Lake District. Or the Peak District. If they’re not the same thing. What is that noise?’

			‘That’s the stupid text-alert on your new phone,’ George said. ‘I’ve told you to change it.’

			‘Oh,’ said Julian. Dumping his rucksack on the floor and peeling the waterproof hood back from his scalp, he sat to look at it. ‘It’s another of those weird texts I keep getting,’ he said, putting his phone aside. ‘There’ve been half a dozen, now, from the same number. They’re freaking me out.’

			‘I’ve been getting those as well,’ said Anne, blowing on her nails. ‘They’re so annoying. I assume they’re from some scammer – all in broken English, of course.’

			‘Me too,’ said Dick. ‘Isn’t it odd?’

			‘Usually, I try to mess with them,’ said Julian. ‘I reply something like, “Please tell me more about your exciting Viagra offer and I will send bank details”.’

			‘Wait a minute, wait a minute,’ said George. ‘What are you all talking about?’

			‘Spam texts,’ said Anne. ‘Don’t you get them?’

			‘Of course I don’t,’ George said. ‘There’s no such thing. Can I see?’

			Anne showed hers, and so did Dick.

			‘But these are from the same number,’ said George, looking from one phone to the other, mystified. Checking Julian’s phone, she found his were from the same number too. ‘Listen to this.’ George read aloud: ‘“How mch c you miss u will see when LOVE”. And how about this, from Dick’s phone: “Love much underetand not maek it but beEFORr crsms???”’

			‘Gibberish,’ said Julian, ‘plain and simple.’

			‘Pay attention, Julian,’ said George testily. ‘It’s the same person trying to contact all three of you! If it was a scammer, the numbers would be different. It can’t be coincidence. For instance: this, from your phone, Julian: “Many retns PRESENT coming see me.” This is ringing a bell,’ George said ominously, and, rather than speculate about it any further, she typed the number into her phone to see if it was recognized, and instinctively pressed Dial. ‘Oh my goodness,’ she said, as they heard the burr of the ringing tone at the other end. ‘Why didn’t I think of her?’

			‘Who?’ asked Dick.

			‘Yes, who?’ said Julian. ‘Tell us, for Pete’s sake!’

			‘Hello?’ said a tiny voice from the phone. ‘Hello? I can’t hear – who is this? Is anyone there?’

			‘Hi, Granny B!’ said George, putting the phone to her ear.

			The others, looking at each other, gasped in joint shock and wonderment. It had been more than twenty years since they had seen or heard from her. Granny B! They’d managed to forget a whole grandparent!

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Catching the Train North

			There were mitigating circumstances in the young cousins’ forgetfulness. Soon after Julian, Anne and Dick’s grand­father had passed away, nearly twenty years ago now, Granny Barnard had married again, and after that, with a new family to get to know and a bevy of new grandchildren, she had been a marked absence from Kirrin family gatherings. And it wasn’t for the want of invitations. She was rigorously invited to every get-together that could conceivably include her, but she hated to travel and always politely declined. By a slow and gradual process, they (and she, it was felt) had begun to get used to her not being around.

			‘So she’s not your gran, then, George?’ Dick asked, as the train chugged north out of King’s Cross.

			‘No,’ George said. ‘I’m just along for the ride. I’ve told work my grandma’s sick, so if we could get a couple of shots of her looking pasty, that would be ideal. It’s not that much of a lie –  I’ve always thought of Granny B as my grandmother too. I guess she’s pretty doddery now.’

			‘Oh, I’m sure she’s smashing,’ said Anne. Then she looked out of the window at the north London suburbs as they flashed by, and reflected how often she said things that she didn’t really mean at all.

			‘So, listen,’ said Julian, plonking himself back down in his seat, having made an early raid on the buffet car (or ‘on-board shop’ as it prosaically insisted on calling itself). He had a four-pack of cider and a one-volume edition of Evelyn Waugh’s Sword of Honour trilogy to work through, and was giddy with anticipation. ‘One big question: what do we call her?’

			‘What?’ asked George.

			‘Exactly,’ Julian said. ‘What? I mean, we haven’t seen her since we were all little. I know we always referred to her as Granny B, but she’s remarried since then. More than once, if memory serves. Didn’t we used to have one of those infantile nicknames for her? You know, like all grandparents get from toddlers – Ga-Ga, or Boo-Boo, or Nang-Nang.’
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