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For Ada Lovelace, 1815–1852









Audite: Latin, verb, pronounced Aw-Dy-T


Meaning: I hear. I listen. I learn.













	
How are Smart Marriages
Making Britain Better?*
They’re good for your health and the economy






	






	Married couples are healthier.


	They’re 35% less likely to suffer high blood pressure, strokes and heart disease. They recover from operations quicker and have stronger immune systems.
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	Married couples take fewer sick days.


	They don’t drain valuable NHS resources and don’t rely on benefits. A proud, productive workforce supports our economic growth.
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	Married couples live 4 to 8 years longer than singletons.

	Caring companions encourage one another to have regular health check-ups, take medication, eat nutritiously and exercise more.
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	A healthy marriage means a healthy mind.


	You’re less likely to suffer anxiety, depression, substance abuse, loneliness, psychosis or attempt suicide if you’re together.
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	*Statistics based on Government-funded research.
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ACT 1
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PROLOGUE


Jem Jones


Transcript of a live broadcast made across multiple social media platforms by British Vlogger and Influencer JEM JONES.


TRANSCRIBER’S NOTES: Ms Jones is looking away from the camera when her broadcast begins. She is wearing little make-up; the dark roots of her blonde hair are visible and it is scraped back into a casual ponytail. She is dressed in a black knitted jumper and a silver necklace with a St Christopher motif. She appears anxious and emotional. Ms Jones is located in the lounge area of a residential property. She sits at a desk and behind her are two large sofas, framed wall paintings of tropical beaches, and closed window shutters. She is alone. There is a thirty-eight-second gap between the start of filming and when she first looks to the camera and talks.


‘I’ve recorded so many of these Vlogs over the years, but this is the first one where I’m at a loss as to know where to start.


(Ms Jones shakes her head and takes a deep, audible breath.)


‘I suppose I should begin with an apology. I’ve not been online much over the last couple of months. But after my last post – or Meltdown Monday, as my critics called it – I thought it best to step back and take some time to work on myself. But this live Vlog isn’t my comeback. It’s the opposite. I’m here to say goodbye.


‘Guys, I’m drained. I don’t have the strength to put myself through this any more. How can it make me happy when I’m a laughing stock and a punchline? The constant, relentless negative attention and the stress of it has given me PTSD, insomnia and anxiety. I’m tired. I’m just really, really tired.


(Ms Jones rubs her face with the palms of her hands. Her fingernails are bitten, the white polish chipped.)


‘When I began Vlogging six years ago, it was with the best of intentions. I wanted to make a little film that a few people might watch where I could speak about the stuff that mattered to me as a twenty-something woman. I thought it’d be an amazing result if a hundred people watched it who didn’t know me.


‘But then – and for reasons I don’t think I’ll ever get my head around – my posts went viral. One hundred subscribers became two hundred and then a thousand and, within a year, I’d reached the million mark. (Ms Jones smiles briefly for the first time.) All of those people, watching and listening to little old me blathering on about where to buy the best shades of lipstick, or watching me unwrap my first tattoo, or the horrendous hangovers I went through after a night out with the girls . . . God, life was fun and easy back then, wasn’t it? Honestly, they were some of the best times and I got to share them all with you. And your feedback made it even more worthwhile. Your messages, your tags, your silly emojis and your kind words . . . they meant the world to me. I’d never even met most of you but you felt like my mates. You were there to join in with my happiness when boyfriends came; and when they went, it was your shoulders I cried on. The community we built together was so supportive and nurturing; you made me feel truly loved.


(Ms Jones shuts her eyes.)


‘I should have known it couldn’t last. Nothing good ever does. And all because I dared to have an opinion. I love the idea of commitment and I love being in love. So supporting the Sanctity of Marriage Act was a no-brainer. But then I became a target for campaigners who didn’t agree with it. That’s when the hate started. Even in these so-called enlightened times, it’s more of a sport to try and shut down a woman with a voice than it is with a man who says the same thing.


‘Those of you who’ve followed me over the years will know that when I’m told I can’t do something, or that I should think a certain way, it’s going to make me all the more determined to behave how I want to. So when the Government asked me to become the face of the Act and spread the word about its benefits, of course I was going to say yes.


‘If I thought the backlash was bad before . . . well, it was a walk in the park compared to the shit that followed. I became the poster girl for cancel culture. I received thousands of emails and messages every single day telling me what a selfish, evil bitch I was, that I deserved to die and so did my family. Negative comments were left all over my social media posts. My sponsors were targeted and warned not to work with me or they’d be cancelled next. I could just about cope with the death threats, Deepfake videos, memes, graffiti daubed across my walls and bricks hurled through my windows . . . but then when my dogs were poisoned, I was done. England turned its back on me so I did the same to it.


(Ms Jones reaches under her monitor to reveal to the camera seven plastic containers of prescription medicine. It is unclear which pharmacy has provided them. She slides up the right sleeve of her jumper to reveal two translucent patches stuck to her upper arm. Her lower arm contains healed scars alongside fresh wounds. She does not comment on them.)


‘The patches are slow-release antidepressants. Some of the tablets help me sleep and others are to keep me awake. I’ve got pills to help me think, pills to stop me overthinking, pills to give me an appetite and pills that stop me feeling anything but empty. I even have pills to give me enough clarity to remember to take the other pills.


‘But they all have one thing in common: they remind me of how out of control my life has become. I can’t remember the last time I felt optimistic about anything. Every time I dare to go online all I see is hate directed at me and it doesn’t matter that it’s coming from anonymous keyboard warriors, it still hurts like hell. These attacks are relentless, day in, day out. Being online used to be my sanctuary, but now it’s a prison. Yet here I am, online again when I know how much it messes with my head. I’m addicted to it and I don’t know how to stop. It makes me miserable and depressed and leaves me feeling worthless, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t stop myself . . .


(Ms Jones’ bottom lip trembles. She hesitates.)


‘I wish I could go back to the Jem Jones I was before I started Vlogging. And some of you will tell me there’s no reason why I can’t do that. But I don’t know how to be that woman again. Too much has happened and I don’t know who I am or what I am. Sometimes I feel so far removed from myself that I don’t even think I’m real any more.’


(Ms Jones pauses to cry. She holds her head down to hide her face, then reaches for tissues and dabs at her eyes.)


‘I’m sorry, guys, but I’m no use to anyone like this so that’s why I’m saying goodbye. Congratulations to anyone watching who has helped to make my life a living hell – you win. I give up, I surrender. I can’t make anything right any more. Thank you to those who have shown me love, and I apologize for letting you all down so badly. I have no control over anything . . . I’m better off away from both the virtual world and the real one.’


(Ms Jones offers an apologetic smile and reaches for something out of camera shot. A grey gun becomes visible in her left hand. She slowly points it to her temple, closes her eyes, pulls the trigger and temporarily falls from view, until the automatic lens finds her again. The broadcast continues for around seventeen minutes until her body is discovered.)











SAY ‘I DO’ TO A SMART MARRIAGE!


[image: A man in a suit and a woman in a dress standing close while facing each other. Text on them reads, smart marriage.]


MARRIAGE AS WE KNOW IT HAS CHANGED. ARE YOU READY TO TAKE THE PLUNGE?


Every marriage is now entitled to upgrade to a Smart Marriage.




What’s in it for me?
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Access to NHS+ for speedier treatment


[image: A graduation cap.]


Access for your children to the top schools in your area


[image: A house.]


Relocate to purpose-built communities for people like you


[image: Two faces looking in opposite directions.]


Impartial & supportive marriage advice throughout all stages


[image: A raising line with an arrowhead over the map of Britain.]


Helping Britain to build back better


[image: A piggy bank with coins falling into it.]


Greater personal tax allowances & financial protection





Smart Marriages are dependent on your coupling remaining strong and stable. Failure may result in mandatory divorce and the loss of your home and other Smart Marriage benefits.





www.smartmarriage.co.uk
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Roxi


Roxi glared in disbelief at the YouTube video playing on her tablet. ‘How the hell has she bagged that?’ she muttered.


Walking across the white sandy beaches of one of the Maldives’ islands, an energetic young woman gesticulated with the gusto of a children’s television presenter as she described to the camera the soaring temperatures and natural beauty of the tropical paradise.


‘If your bingo wings flap any faster you’ll be airborne,’ Roxi continued as the camera panned out to focus on the luxury resort.


Autumn Taylor’s tan was rich and her skin glowing, her hair was immaculately coiffed and, despite her claims of having only just woken up, her make-up was flawless. She clenched a tube of sunscreen in one hand and, in the other, a bottle of water. Both labels faced the lens.


Roxi paused the video, picked up her phone, opened the Notes App and began to dictate. ‘Sunglasses: Prada. Bikini: Harper Beckham. Sunblock: Nivea. Mineral water: Acqua Panna. Tits: sponsor unknown.’


She glanced at the data surrounding the Vlogger’s online channel, titled Autumn’s Endless Summer. It contained forty-two videos shot around the world in Bali, India, Fiji Islands, the Seychelles, Musha Cay and Bora Bora. Her most recent clip, posted yesterday, had already garnered more than a million views. Her position as one of the world’s top ten Influencers ruffled Roxi’s feathers every time she thought about it. Which was frequently.


Autumn’s content was a far cry from the videos Roxi had been editing that morning in an overcast New Northampton. Yesterday, she had been wandering around the shop floor of a discount home and fashion outlet discussing the week’s new best buys. She’d made sure to use the key words and phrases in every Influencer’s dictionary – ‘hey guys’, ‘community’, ‘get ready with me’, ‘collab’, ‘challenge’ and ‘haul’ – and with the same enthusiasm as booking a French Airbnb and being handed the keys to the Palace of Versailles.


Her footage had been shot on a camera phone and lit with a portable LED ring light, both operated by her reluctant offspring Darcy and Josh. The end result was as far removed from Autumn’s high production values as the sun and the moon. And when Roxi had briefly dragged her daughter in front of the lens, no amount of sharp editing could disguise Darcy’s thunderous expression. She would rather be burning in the fiery flames of hell than be in Costland.


‘I don’t even get why you’re making videos,’ Darcy had moaned, her negativity buzzing in Roxi’s ear like a trapped mosquito. ‘Nobody watches your Vlogs.’


‘Let’s try a little positivity, shall we?’ Roxi had replied. ‘One hashtag seen by a PR could change everything.’


‘You’re far too old for this.’


‘Jem Jones isn’t much younger than me.’


‘She’s a dinosaur but at least she’s a dinosaur people give a damn about.’


‘I have twelve thousand combined social media followers.’


‘Is that all?’ Darcy had laughed. ‘That dog with the lazy eye and patch on its back that looks like Prince Louis has more followers than you. Vlogging isn’t going to make you famous. You’re embarrassing yourself.’


‘Shall I tell you what embarrassing is?’ Roxi had retaliated. ‘You turning up at school tomorrow with no phone because it’s been taken away from you as punishment for not doing as you’re told. Now be a good little girl, shut up and point that camera at me when I tell you.’


‘I hate you,’ Darcy had muttered.


‘The feeling’s mutual, darling.’


It wasn’t, but Roxi couldn’t deny that when children had appeared in her world, her former life had swiftly crumbled. Even now, she was struggling to rebuild it. And she quietly resented them for it.


Watching Autumn’s video was forcing Roxi to accept that, despite her best efforts, her clip lacked excitement in the subject matter. Not even a warm colour filter, background music and a screen filled with positive emojis could save it. The Taylors of this virtual universe received beautifully boxed high-end fashion, jewellery, luxury holidays and perfumes. The Roxis received non-aspirational products like espadrilles, panty liners and renewable wooden cases for Audites, the mandatory Artificial Intelligence-powered personal assistants installed in all Smart Marriage homes. Regardless, she was always the consummate professional, reminding herself that even Jem Jones had started somewhere.


Today, though, Autumn’s video had pushed her to the edge. She made a snap decision and hit the delete button. There would be no more clips like this.


Darcy had been partially to blame for her mother’s Vlogging. Twelve years earlier, her daughter hadn’t been the easiest of infants, thanks to colic, reflux, eczema and frequent sleep regressions. Roxi had spent many a sleepless night online searching for advice. And there’d been a video or a Vlog for just about every ailment known to babykind. But very few of these Influencers had resembled her. They weren’t sleep-deprived mums in torn joggers and threadbare jumpers that hid their lumps and bumps. They didn’t tie their hair up in scrunchies or go outside with make-up free faces. They were immaculately turned-out domestic goddesses living their best, filter-lensed lives. Roxi had subscribed to their channels, bookmarked their pages, lived vicariously through their videos and photos, queued at their book signings and voted for them as they competed on reality TV shows. They became friends Roxi had yet to meet.


But, over time, envy had replaced her fascination. Why were they travelling the world, eating at the best restaurants, wearing the most sought-after outfits, while she was doing the school run in decade-old elasticated jeans and returning home to piles of dirty washing? Against the chaos and disorder of her early years, she had found normality in two children and a husband. Only it wasn’t enough. She needed something else, something more.


The solution had appeared as unexpectedly as if God had delivered it to her by hand. She would start her own Vlog.


‘You should definitely do it, babes,’ her closest friend Phoebe had advised. ‘If that lot can do it, why can’t you? You’d be a natural. You’re smart, funny and very persuasive. You could sell meat to a vegan.’


Roxi had thrown everything but the kitchen sink at her content. Some weeks her posts focused on budget fashions; in others, she offered advice on keeping a relationship fresh. Everything from sex to shopping, beauty and motherhood were covered. But, to her frustration, her audience numbers were slow to grow – and she was not being seen by the brands she coveted.


Her attention returned to Autumn and her followers. The majority were in the lucrative teen and twenty-something female market with high disposable incomes. But one profile image took her by surprise – it belonged to Darcy. She wasn’t aware her daughter had even activated an Instagram account. Roxi skimmed though her posts. They were mostly made up of videos of Darcy and her friends pouting before the camera or performing choreographed dance routines. It was only as she was about to leave that she clocked Darcy’s follower total. It was approaching 12,000 on one platform alone. Bewildered, she went back to Autumn’s homepage.


‘If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a girl-crush on her,’ came a voice from behind.


‘Jesus, Owen!’ Roxi gasped as her husband pecked her on the cheek and peered over her shoulder. His sports bag and hockey stick lay in the doorway.


‘How is the lovely Autumn today? I see her in this house so often that she feels like part of the family.’


‘Another thirty thousand people have followed her in the last week. In the last bloody week. Why? Please explain it to me.’


He shrugged. ‘People like her? She’s fun, she’s enthusiastic, she’s young and she’s pretty.’


Roxi’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that what you want to see online, young pretty girls?’


‘Careful.’ Owen pointed to the Audite on the kitchen side.


The small, black cylindrical device seemed to be staring back at her. Upgrading to a Smart Marriage allowed it to record ten random minutes of their conversation and alert them to any problems it might find in their relationship. She changed her tack. ‘Any idiot can do what Autumn does. I want to help people; she wants to humblebrag.’


‘You’re kidding yourself if you think you’re Vlogging out of the goodness of your heart. You want what she has. And you’re jealous she’s better at it than you.’


‘Thanks, Owen, that’s really what I need to hear right now.’


‘You know there’s a shelf life when it comes to being an Influencer. Perhaps no matter what you do, age isn’t on your side.’


‘So if I looked younger, I might get more work? Is that what you’re saying?’


Owen shook his head. ‘You look perfect to me,’ he added before leaving her alone to research the internet for a discount code for face-tightening procedures. She only stopped when a news alert appeared on her screen, along with Jem Jones’ image.
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Jeffrey


Jeffrey reached for a bottle of transparent cola from the fridge, unscrewed the cap and settled himself at the dining-room table. He hadn’t realized how dehydrated he’d become until he took a long, thirst-quenching gulp. He hoped it might replace the electrolytes he’d expelled in the physical exertions of the afternoon.


A yawn escaped almost before he had time to open his mouth. The long, exhausting day was taking its toll, and there was more to do before it finished. He willed the patch stuck to his arm to rid him of his headache and made a mental note to hydrate more frequently in future. A sour odour drew Jeffrey’s attention to his armpits, but a short, sharp sniff revealed they weren’t the cause. The smell was coming from his hands and arms.


A sudden dull thump upstairs caught his attention so he pushed his tablet to one side and cautiously went to investigate.


In the bedroom, his suitcase had fallen to its side, so he pulled it upright. The sour smell grabbed him again, so he peeled off his clothes and stepped inside the walk-in shower. He continued to drink his cola as the piping hot water cascaded over him, flattening his mousy-brown hair, then streaked through his stubbled cheeks and bounced off his broad shoulders and chest.


He squeezed liquid soap onto his hands from a dispenser and washed the rust-coloured stains from his palms. Next, he dug underneath his fingernails and rubbed at the ribbons streaking across his forearms and wrists. The water in the shower tray was becoming cloudy.


With no clean clothes of his own, he flicked through the rails inside Harry’s walk-in wardrobe, pulling out anything that caught his eye. Harry towered above him at 6 foot 5 inches compared to Jeffrey’s more modest 5 foot 10 inches. They shared the same waist size but he would need to roll up the legs of the jeans to make this look work. Jeffrey was naturally more muscular than Harry so the sweaters and t-shirts he’d stuff inside his suitcase next would be a little on the clingy side. But they would do for now.


Before returning to the dining room with his suitcase, Jeffrey took one last look at the bathroom and the roll-top tub in the centre. He considered draining it before he left, but changed his mind.


Now back at the table, he interlocked and stretched his fingers until they cracked. He swiped across the screen to unlock his tablet. Human Resources had advised him many times to activate the fingerprint or optical scanners for security purposes, but he had yet to get round to it. Besides, the device was rarely out of his line of sight. The likelihood of it ever falling into the wrong hands was negligible.


His inbox contained seven new unread messages, none of which were flagged as urgent. He’d respond to them later. His finger hovered over an App on the home screen before he pressed it. It required three separate passcodes before the display filled with words and images. There were several ways for him to scour the contents – randomly, by latest additions, imagery, geographical location, ages or by length of time.


Random selections didn’t work for Jeffrey. It was an approach he’d tried and it had taken a Herculean effort for him to remain invested for the full allocated timeframe. He preferred to first identify a potential connection by photograph before he took a deep dive into their personal data. That included everything from their biographies to finances and social media presence. Today’s list had yet to be updated, which was probably for the best as, after his most recent clients, he required time to decompress. Tanya and Harry’s behaviour had drained him. So he logged out.


As a Relationship Responder, it was Jeffrey’s job to spend up to two months in close proximity to a married couple whose marriage was judged by Audite to be in crisis. He was responsible for unravelling the knots in the rope that bound these people together. Only when they were untangled could he decide if the AI system had been accurate. He’d then decide if the couple should remain married or go before a Family Court where magistrates would make a ruling on their future together. And the courts often favoured their recommendations, as Relationship Responders were the eyes and ears that witnessed the intricacies of these relationships first-hand.


Jeffrey looked at his watch. Night was drawing in and it was time to bid farewell to Doncaster. Suddenly his watch pinged to indicate that he’d received a new message. Curiosity got the better of him and he read it – three new couples had been added to the list of those requiring Responders.


Jeffrey hesitated, then logged back into the App, scanning the photographs, stopping as one particular pair caught his attention. When he registered their location in New Northampton, he almost dismissed them outright. It was a town he had avoided for all of his adult life.


But there was something about their photos that he couldn’t quite put his finger on and which piqued his curiosity. And as he read their profiles, the threads of a connection were already beginning to form.


Jeffrey placed the tablet and his suitcase inside his car, then returned to the house and set to work preparing it. Soon after the smoke alarms were disabled, he scattered firelighters throughout each room and doused soft furnishings with bottles of white spirit he’d found on a shelf in the garage.


As the flames engulfed everything in their path, Jeffrey was already driving away and preparing himself to meet with his next clients.
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Corrine


‘Can you hear me?’ asked Corrine, trying to mask the fear in her voice. ‘If you can, please try and stay awake, okay?’


She peered at the body spread across the car’s seats reflected in the rear-view mirror. She was desperate for a response, even just a groan. ‘Stay with me,’ she continued, ‘I need you to tell me you can hear me.’ No reply came.


The light of the dashboard illuminated her ashen knuckles as she gripped the steering wheel. She was grateful she had not upgraded her car to a driverless vehicle. It would not allow her to break speed limits like she was now.


Her eyes flitted from signposts to overhead gantries as she attempted to gain her bearings, confused by a section of Old Northampton she hadn’t had cause to enter in years. She had no idea where its accident and emergency department was so she ordered her satnav to locate it, then followed its instructions until finally she reached its new home in the former Weston Favell shopping centre.


‘We’re almost there,’ she told her passenger. ‘Just hold on.’


She held her breath as she accelerated, driving through a set of red traffic lights, narrowly avoiding a trailer hitched to the back of a van. She hoped there was no CCTV camera attached to the lights, but surveillance in the Old part of town was unlikely. ‘Come on, come on, come on,’ she muttered, willing the vehicle to go faster, then cursing as she skidded to a halt at a busy junction.


‘Hey Mercedes – turn privacy windows and lights on,’ she ordered, and the vehicle became impossible to see into from the outside. She turned to check on the unconscious teenager lying behind her. He had one leg stretched out; the other hung loosely in the footwell. His arms were by his side and his head tilted to the right. His shallow breaths offered her a shred of comfort.


There was a tear in the knee of his dark trousers and an unhooked bow tie hung loosely from his neck. She noted the streak of blood across his wrinkled white shirt and couldn’t be sure if it belonged to him. On the seat next to her were the recordables she had stripped from him, including his phone and Smart watch. He was a skinny lad, and that had made him easier to pull across a lobby and into an elevator earlier that night. She could only hope the camera footage of his body also being dragged across the underground car park had been erased by the others before the police arrived.


She’d missed the traffic lights turning green and the blasting of a car horn behind them startled her. She turned off the interior lights and her tyres screeched as she pulled away. Minutes later, she reached the grounds of the A&E department.


As Corrine reached the car park barrier, she had second thoughts. Her registration plates might be captured on film and her credit card attached to the vehicle would automatically pay for her stay on exit. There couldn’t be any trace of her here. So, instead, she parked by the side of the road, opened the rear door and, for the second time that night, put her hands under the lad’s arms and used all her strength to pull him.


A white-hot pain in her muscles seared and she grimaced so hard that her already swollen lips cracked and bled again. Eventually, she reached a path on the outskirts of the hospital grounds where she planned to leave him for someone to find. But once there, she decided the road was too far from the entrance to guarantee a speedy discovery. He had risked so much that night and deserved better.


She rushed back to the car, removed a scarf from the glovebox and wrapped it over her face, then returned to the boy. She pulled him towards the brightly lit building ahead. As the sweat streamed down her forehead and was absorbed by her face covering, she felt every one of her fifty-five years. Finally, she propped him against the wall of the Resus department. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered before hurrying away.


Back inside her vehicle, Corrine tore off her scarf, turned up the air conditioning and gulped water from a flask. Her mind raced. She glanced once again into the rear-view mirror, this time at her lips. She hoped the swelling might go down by morning. She was lucky not to have lost any teeth with a punch like that. That would be much harder to explain.


Corrine started the car and began driving to a pre-programmed address. She verbally ordered the vehicle to erase every journey she had travelled in the last twenty-four hours from its memory, along with incriminating text messages on her phone – despite them being sent via an untraceable proxy server. She would give the boy’s recordables to someone she knew who could take care of them.


‘Hey Mercedes, radio on,’ she said aloud and the closing bars of a song played before the pips sounded to alert her to the one a.m. news.


‘The headlines,’ a newsreader began. ‘Social Media Influencer Jem Jones is confirmed dead after an apparent suicide, and Education Secretary and MP Eleanor Harrison is critically ill following an attack inside her home.’


Corrine took a deep breath. This is it, she thought, this is where everything changes.


Like the town in which she lived, her life would now be split into two halves: the one before and the one after she was responsible for Harrison’s attack.
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Arthur


Arthur’s knees and spine cracked like dry twigs as he bent over to pick a handful of forget-me-nots.


The diminutive blue flowering plants had been appearing in his garden borders for the four decades he and June had lived in their Old Northampton house. Year after year, he dug up and re-potted clumps, then arranged them on a trestle table on the pavement outside for their neighbours to take. When cash was still used as currency, he’d leave an old ice cream carton for donations to the Fire Fighters’ Charity. However, now that goods could only be paid for with the tap of a plastic card, phone or watch face, it was more trouble than it was worth. The neighbours could take the plants for free if they wanted.


Arthur made his way up the crazy paving path and in through the back door. He arranged the flowers inside a small glass jam jar filled with water and placed it on a tray next to a plate with two slices of marmalade on toast. He added a steaming pot of tea and two mugs before carefully carrying them up the staircase and into the bedroom.


‘I’ve brought you breakfast in bed,’ he said as he placed the tray between him and his wife.


June sniffed at the forget-me-nots. ‘What are they for?’ she asked with a note of surprise. ‘You only pick me these when . . .’ She hesitated. ‘Oh no, please don’t tell me I’ve forgotten my own birthday . . .’


‘I don’t think birthdays really matter at our age,’ Arthur replied. ‘I stopped counting at seventy.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said June, and lowered her head. Arthur placed a comforting hand on hers.


‘Hey, don’t be silly,’ he said, patting it. ‘It’s not the end of the world.’


‘I hate that I’m not remembering things. Every day it feels like I’m losing a little bit more of myself.’


Arthur stopped shy of admitting he too had witnessed the decline in her mental capacity. She had also become prone to long periods of silence and glazed eyes.


‘Well, that’s what I’m here for, to remind you of everything.’ He tapped at his head. ‘I have enough memories up here for the both of us to last us a lifetime.’


‘How long have we been married?’ June asked.


‘Forty-nine years.’


‘So, it’ll be our golden wedding anniversary next year?’


Arthur nodded.


‘Do you think I’ll be here to celebrate?’


‘Don’t talk like that; of course you will be.’


June’s face lit up. ‘We should have a party! Just a small do, perhaps hire a room at the Charles Bradlaugh; we could ask Tom to put on a spread.’


‘That’s a great idea.’


It wasn’t the moment to remind her that Tom had sold the pub more than a decade earlier and that it had since closed, another victim of a divided town. Besides, soon, she was likely to forget suggesting it.


‘Or we could take one last adventure in the campervan?’ she continued. ‘How much fun would that be?’


‘Sounds like a great idea. Would you like some toast?’


‘You have it, I’m not hungry.’


‘You need to keep your strength up.’


June rolled her eyes as if to suggest he was nagging. Arthur held his hands up in surrender.


‘Could you turn the news on please?’ June asked. ‘I have no idea what’s going on in the world these days.’


‘Television on,’ commanded Arthur. ‘BBC News.’


The screen was filled with footage of a young woman he vaguely recognized.


‘That’s the girl who told us we should get married again,’ said June. ‘Jem Jones. Has something happened to her?’


‘I think she passed away.’ Arthur squinted at the screen but was unable to read the rolling ticker at the bottom without his glasses. Multiple times he had declined his optician’s recommendation for laser eye surgery, free with his NHS+ membership.


The medical alert bracelet he wore illuminated. He pressed a button so the writing on the display screen became audible.


‘A marriage is made up of two people who have their own quirks, personalities and opinions’, a Push notification read. ‘You don’t have to stop being a one to become a two.’


Arthur shook his head. Thrice daily these electronic messages arrived uninvited, but he knew better than to ignore them. Failure to press the green ‘acknowledge’ button meant the voice repeated itself every fifteen minutes for the rest of the day and night.


‘I think she ended her life, poor girl,’ said June, focusing on the television. ‘What a terrible thing to do. Imagine being so desperately unhappy, that’s the only way you can stop the pain.’


Arthur imagined it all too clearly because he had considered it himself many times. Not that he had admitted as such to his wife.


June picked up on his reticence to respond. ‘I need you to promise me that when it gets worse, you’ll only think of our good times together and not the last few months,’ she said.


‘Do we have to talk about this now?’


‘Artie, I need to know that you’ll be all right without me.’


‘I’ll be all right,’ he replied and then patted her hand again. ‘I promise you. But it doesn’t matter because you’re not going anywhere. It’s you and me until the end, girl.’


And, for a moment, he allowed himself to believe it might be true.
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Anthony


Anthony reclined in his chair, tilting his head left and right as far as it would stretch. His arms and legs felt rigid so he rolled his shoulders ten times forwards and ten times backwards before pulling each of his fingers until the knuckles cracked. He didn’t know how many hours he’d spent hunched over the desk in his home office, but a considerable amount of time must have passed given how stiff he’d become. He pinched at his stinging eyes before slipping his smart glasses on. They magnified each pixel on the five wall-mounted screens ahead, making him feel like part of a computer game.


He was transfixed by the footage of Jem Jones’ already infamous final transmission a day earlier, playing it over and over again. It wasn’t her desperate words capturing his attention – he’d muted her voice – it was her micro-expressions. The pull of the corner of a lip, the raising of an eyelid or a nose wrinkle said as much as her talk.


After reaching the moment where she pointed the gun to her head and pulled the trigger, he rewound the clip and watched it again, this time at a quarter of the speed. Then, just as she picked up the weapon, he tapped at the mouse projected on the desk’s surface and studied each image, frame by frame. The bullet’s impact in her right temple forcibly pushed her head and body to the left. Jem fell to the ground and out of frame. The automatic settings on her camera followed the closest moving subject, now just the blood seeping from her fatal head wound. Eventually the ragged flesh of the exit wound was the only thing to fill the screen. Soon after, when Jem’s heart had ceased to pump blood, the pooling settled and her room was as still as her pulse. Her death was both a blessing and a waste, he thought.


On a previous viewing, Anthony had timed the events that followed. Sixteen minutes and fifty seconds passed before four beeps were heard, an electronic door lock released and a figure appeared. The lens moved towards a middle-aged woman clad in a pink and white uniform and carrying a basket. Jem’s cleaner had discovered her body. She screamed, and, seeing her face on the monitor, frantically turned off the camera. According to news streams, thousands of horrified viewers watching Jem’s suicide in real time made calls to the emergency services. However, each caller faced the same problem: nobody knew where Jem Jones was when she died.


Except for Anthony. He knew exactly where she was.


Curious to gauge public reaction, he used a specialized program to tally every mention of Jem Jones on social media and online news outlets since her suicide. In only a few hours, she had become the world’s most discussed subject, generating the second highest number of Tweets ever, only behind the hacking of British driverless vehicles a few years earlier. Most comments were in support of Jem. Where were your supporters when you needed them? he thought.


Anthony recalled the rise and fall of the country’s most influential social media star. Even in her embryonic days, her natural charm and self-effacing humour made Jem distinct in a market crowded by indistinguishable lookalikes and hopefuls. Her following grew organically and so did her interest in discussing more than just herself. But her support for the Sanctity of Marriage Act was her downfall. It was to be expected. Eventually, the British public always tore down what it had built. That was the nature of the beast.


A light flashed on his monitor to alert him of a presence outside his locked door. A pinhead camera identified his son. ‘Close down system,’ Anthony spoke aloud and each screen switched off. He pressed a remote control to open the door.


‘Hi Daddy,’ began Matthew, his voice boisterous and his arms animated. They shared the same bronze glow but Matthew had his mother’s amber eyes. Each time Anthony looked at his son he realized how quickly he was growing up and how much he was missing.


‘What brings you here?’ Anthony smiled.


‘Uncle Marley and Aunty Ally are here.’


‘Okay, I’ll be there in a minute. I have to shower first.’


‘No! Mummy said I couldn’t leave unless you came with me.’


She knows me too well, thought Anthony. Left to his own devices, an ‘Anthony minute’, as Jada dubbed them, could last anything up to an hour. ‘Come on then,’ he replied and took the boy’s outstretched hand.


Matthew led him into the main house, the dining room, through an open set of glass doors and finally the patio. Established vines with thick trunks weaved their way around a pergola’s wooden columns and beams giving shade from the sun to those seated at the table and chairs beneath it.


‘Well, ladies and gentlemen, look who’s here and he’s almost on time!’ his brother-in-law Marley mocked. His bare legs were outstretched, his fingers entwined behind his head. ‘Very kind of you to join us.’


Anthony gave a playful eyeroll, suggesting it wasn’t the first time he’d heard this.


‘Does he work every Sunday?’ asked Ally, Jada’s sister, appearing behind Anthony. They pecked each other’s cheeks before she placed two trays of food on the table.


Jada nodded, her corkscrew curls swaying. ‘I’ve worn him down into taking at least one day off a week.’ She placed a large glass bowl of salad in the middle of the table.


‘Well, I guess that’s progress,’ replied Ally.


‘To be fair, he did warn me when we first started dating that he was a workaholic so I knew what I was getting myself into.’ She squeezed her husband’s shoulder and he turned his head to kiss her hand. ‘Right, shall we tuck in, guys? Straight from the shores of Anthony’s homeland, we’ve got Saint Lucia’s finest lambi, green figs and saltfish, fried plantain and breadfruit. And save some room for dessert.’


‘Damn, I married the wrong sister, didn’t I?’ Marley said. His eyes suddenly flitted to his Smart watch. ‘Which is a joke, of course.’


Anthony directed his attention to Matthew who was playing a game on his phone. ‘You know the rules, can you put that away please?’ His son reluctantly put the phone down.


‘So how’s work, Anthony?’ asked Ally, spooning salad onto her plate.


‘Ah, you know. Same old, same old.’


‘Actually I don’t know.’


‘But you do know I can’t talk about it.’ He smiled.


‘When are you going to slow down and enjoy life?’


‘Has my wife put you up to this?’


‘Don’t blame Jada, I say it as I see it.’


‘Ain’t that the truth,’ said Marley. ‘Try living with her.’


Now it was Ally’s turn to look at her watch and then at her husband. He flinched and mouthed sorry as he remembered their conversation might be recorded by his wearable Audite and analysed at any given moment. ‘You’d be lost without me,’ she said, in a deliberately sing-song tone.


‘That I would.’


‘Thirty-eight will be my retirement age,’ Anthony said, grinning. ‘In three short years we’ll be emailing postcards to you in New Northampton from our Saint Lucia beach home. Well, that’s if we can find the time between fishing, reef diving and rainforest hikes.’


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, we get it, Mr Moneybags,’ said Ally. ‘Just remember, money doesn’t always buy you happiness.’


‘But it gives you choice.’


‘What do you think Jem Jones was worth?’ Ally asked suddenly. Anthony’s stomach tightened at the mention of her name. ‘She was always being sponsored by some company or another so she must’ve been sitting on a fortune. She could’ve bought herself anything, just not happiness.’


‘You never really know what makes people tick,’ Marley replied between mouthfuls of breadfruit. ‘Have you guys watched that last video?’


Jada and Ally nodded while Anthony shook his head.


‘How have you not seen it?’ asked Ally. ‘It’s impossible to avoid.’


‘His office is like a bubble,’ said Jada. ‘Nothing goes in and nothing comes out. A comet could have struck and he wouldn’t have the first clue.’


‘Tell me you at least know who we’re talking about?’


‘A little,’ Anthony said. ‘I didn’t pay her much attention.’


‘I feel sorry for her,’ said Ally. ‘Nobody is thinking straight when they make a decision to end their life like that.’


‘Should we be having this conversation in front of your seven-year-old nephew?’ Marley asked. But Matthew was too engrossed in his phone to listen. This time Jada didn’t ask and took it out of his hand.


‘No one forced her to live her life in front of a camera,’ said Anthony.


‘Why should she give in to the haters?’ asked Jada.


‘But she did by killing herself.’


‘Is that what we’re going to teach our son? To let bullies win?’


‘Of course not,’ said Anthony. ‘But we’re not going to teach him to remain in a situation that’s making him miserable either. Jem should’ve left social media, checked into a clinic or something, got her head together then gone on to enjoy her money in anonymity. Instead, she died as she lived – as entertainment.’


‘Well, you have a lot to say about someone you didn’t know much about,’ said Marley.


‘How about you go and get us another bottle of wine?’ asked Jada.


Anthony tipped an imaginary cap to his wife. ‘I know my place, m’lady,’ he replied as he made his way back indoors.


A long burst of pulsations to his wrist distracted him. The senders who used coded vibrations to contact him via his Smart watch only messaged for a reason. He deciphered each letter and word until the sentence formed.


‘So you did it then?’ it read. ‘You actually killed Jem Jones.’


Anthony stared at the device, mulling over his reply before he dictated his one-word response.


‘Yes.’













	HOW DOES IT WORK?






	Sign up or upgrade your existing marriage.
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	We’ll fit your home with Audite and you’ll start receiving your Smart Marriage benefits.

	
Audite will randomly record ten minutes of your daily conversations to analyse and keep your relationship on track.






	






	WHAT HAPPENS IF MY AUDITE THINKS MY MARRIAGE IS AT RISK?






	Don’t worry, we have you covered with a three-step programme.
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	LEVEL ONE

	On picking up on marital difficulties from random recordings, Audite will allow longer recordings and offer Push notifications with handy hints for how to make improvements.
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	LEVEL TWO

	If your Audite thinks you need a little extra help, we’ll issue you with a Relationship Responder – a trained counsellor who’ll listen to your recordings and get to the root of your problems with tailor-made couples and one-to-one sessions.
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	LEVEL THREE

	If further support is required, based on all the evidence presented to it, a Family Court will help you take that next step forward.
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	www.smartmarriage.co.uk
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Jeffrey


Jeffrey checked his appearance in the rear-view mirror as his car parked itself alongside the grass verge outside the New Northampton house. He was clean-shaven, teeth recently bleached and eyebrows tamed with nail scissors. He licked his fingers and patted down a clump of hair on his crown that insisted on growing vertically no matter the product he slathered it in. First impressions always counted.


His stomach had been churning like a tumble dryer for much of the journey to a town he’d actively avoided for sixteen years. And with good reason. This is where it had all ended and begun.


Based on their photographs, the couple living in this modern-build home in an unfamiliar addition to the town, were intimidatingly handsome. Jeffrey, however, knew that he was not. He was neither attractive nor unattractive and he’d often wondered if Mother Nature had been side-tracked midway through his creation. It was only in his teens and when he was left with the scar around the socket of his right eye that people began to remember him. But when surgery had made it almost invisible, so was he again. He had, however, inherited the genetically muscular physique of his father and grandfather, along with their physical strength. The latter had come in useful on more than one occasion.


He looked at his watch – it was time to reprise his role as a Relationship Responder. Four years ago, Jeffrey had been one of the youngest applicants accepted in the training programme. And following a rigorous nine-month Government-funded course, he’d sailed through his exams. A probationary period had involved counselling a real-life couple under the tutelage of an experienced instructor before, finally, he’d practised solo. He had never looked back or returned to the half-light of the margins.


Jeffrey turned to look more closely at the property where he was to spend the coming weeks. As with five other towns and cities across the country, billions of pounds of Government regeneration funding, demolition, rebuilding and gentrification had created a territory only for those who had signed up to the Sanctity of Marriage Act. This was a starter home for a newly married couple. And it was Jeffrey’s job to decide if this was where their marriage would also end.
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Roxi


A kernel of an idea was already beginning to take root inside Roxi’s head.


She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, her back resting against two thick pillows propped against the headboard and her attention directed towards a television screen. The fall-out of Jem Jones’ suicide remained the only topic of conversation on magazine shows and news broadcasters. And she was just as fascinated by it as the rest of the country. A conveyor belt of talking heads had appeared on Sky News over the last twenty-four hours to offer their opinions on how social media had made Jem, but then ultimately broken her, too. Roxi flicked up and down other channels and discovered even foreign broadcasters, previously unaware of Jem’s existence, were also reporting on how the British public had driven its most important social media Influencer to her death.


However, Roxi had a greater interest in the past than the present. First thing that morning, she’d logged on to Jem’s YouTube channel and begun watching her Vlogs in order, from the very first clip posted six years ago. Jem had joined social media during yet another worldwide pandemic and series of lockdowns, when viewers had plenty of time on their hands. Then, she was a fresh-faced, mid-twentysomething, uploading videos with shaky camerawork, harsh lighting, and patchy sound quality. They weren’t overly styled or rehearsed and there was nothing remarkable about her appearance or her topics of conversation. But Roxi had studied plenty of her rivals’ Vlogs to recognize something a little different when she saw it.


Jem oozed likeability and sincerity. There was a quiet confidence in her delivery, an infectious, pragmatic enthusiasm and a believability about her. Whether she was promoting a product or describing an emotion, you bought into her. Roxi had been making copious notes on everything from Jem’s clothes and make-up to her changing hairstyles and the locations she filmed in, typically her house or garden. She’d tallied Jem’s most commonly used words and phrases and created spreadsheets to chart Jem’s favourite subjects, how often and how many minutes she spent discussing them and cross-referenced them to the number of likes and reposts they received.


As the years and the clips progressed, Roxi noted that Jem gradually allowed her subscribers to glimpse her life beyond the lens. There came mentions of dates – good and bad – of boyfriends – also good and bad – and of broken hearts – always bad. There were smiles and laughter and tears and regrouping.


And then, after a decade creating purpose-built towns and rejuvenated regions, the much-discussed Sanctity of Marriage Act was close to becoming a reality.


‘I can’t wait,’ Jem admitted in a Vlog Roxi viewed. ‘Relationships can go wrong; it’s a fact. Even if you’ve found your soulmate through Match Your DNA, it doesn’t always mean a happy-ever-after.’


Years earlier, the concept of dating had been turned on its head when scientists discovered every person has a solitary gene they share with just one other person. A simple mouth swab was all it took to potentially find who you were guaranteed to fall in love with, regardless of age, race, sexuality, religion or location. The company Match Your DNA paired each half of a couple as and when they signed up. However, not every couple had the happy-ever-after they expected.


‘Some problems are too big for love to overcome without help,’ continued Jem. ‘So what does it matter if you get it through artificial or human intelligence? If anything, AI is probably better at digging deeper than people are and using our data to understand what we’re not saying to one another. AI is responsible for half of all medical diagnoses these days. We trust it with our lives so why not our hearts? A Smart Marriage makes sense, doesn’t it?’


Then, as a general election approached, Jem became the face of a nationwide advertising campaign promoting Smart Marriages. She appeared in their TV, radio, social media and virtual assistant campaigns. And when the Government won its fourth consecutive term and the Act sailed through parliament and the House of Lords, she even became the voice used by Audites. But overnight, Roxi noted, she had been replaced by a male voice.


Three years of living with the Act had resulted in a national groundswell of those opposed to it. Single people, widows, divorcees and couples who flatly refused to upgrade accused it of discrimination. Much of their vitriol was directed towards Jem, the public face of the Act, and not the people they couldn’t see behind the scenes. Organized groups began trolling her, they posted her address and phone number online and made death threats. The sparkle that had charmed millions gradually vacated Jem’s eyes following months of abuse. In later posts, she’d admitted her mental health was waning and she’d talked of how the pressure she was under had caused the end of a recent romantic relationship. In her penultimate post, she’d wept uncontrollably and screamed at the camera when she’d recalled finding her two pet dogs poisoned in the garden. Enough was enough, she’d said, quitting social media.


Jem’s final Vlog was the only video Roxi couldn’t watch until the end. She pressed stop the moment Jem picked up the gun.


‘Nine hours and forty-seven minutes,’ began Owen, making his way into the bedroom. ‘That’s how long you have been in here and online.’


‘Really?’ Roxi replied, herself a little surprised. She rubbed at her tired eyes and Owen glanced at the empty packets of snacks and soda cans on the bedside tables.


‘The family screen time and the Track My Movements Apps say you haven’t been anywhere but here and the bathroom all day,’ he continued as he changed out of his work shirt. ‘It’s now almost 6.30 p.m.’


‘Are you checking up on me?’


‘And I assume by the food delivery bag on the kitchen island that Darcy and Josh had takeout again for tea?’ he continued.


Roxi had forgotten about her children. She’d heard them around the house when they’d returned from school but was too immersed in Jem’s world to return to her own. She removed the tie from her long blonde bob and scrunched her hair.


‘I’m worried about you, Rox,’ Owen continued. ‘It’s not normal to spend this much time online.’


‘I’ve got something important to tell you,’ she announced. ‘I know how to take my Vlog to the next level and make my mark as an Influencer.’


‘Of course,’ he said with a smile that failed to reach his eyes. ‘What else would this be about?’


‘I’m going to be the new Jem Jones. There’s a gap in the market and if I’m quick and I’m clever, then I can fill it.’


‘And how will you do that, exactly?’


‘By being the voice of the modern woman. By representing people like me. I’ll talk about issues that affect us all. Jem’s legacy is that Influencers are now seen as more than clothes horses, canvases for make-up or chefs. But she was too weak for the world we live in. I’m much stronger than her. I won’t obsess on the negativity.’


‘But these lives you want to emulate, like Jem’s and Autumn Taylor’s, they aren’t real, Rox,’ Owen continued as he slipped on a t-shirt. ‘They’re only showing you their best bits. Vlogging and Influencing is all smoke and mirrors.’


‘Thanks a lot for your support,’ Roxi huffed.


‘I’d support you one hundred per cent if I thought it was good for you or our family. But it’s a pipe dream. You gave up work to raise a family and, if you think they’re at an age where they don’t need you like they used to, perhaps it’s time to get back out into the working world and find a real job?’


‘Vlogging and Influencing are real jobs.’


Owen grimaced as he took a deep breath and shook his head. ‘They are when you’re a teenager and, at a push, in your twenties, but not when you’re a woman approaching her forties.’


Roxi wanted to tell him that she was worth more than she had become, but held her tongue. She looked to the Audite atop of a chest of drawers and spotted a faint red light circling the rim, just the once. She knew that, as well as their words, it also picked up on what they weren’t saying through the volume of their voices and their tone. ‘I think it’s listening to you,’ she mouthed.


‘At least somebody is,’ he mouthed back.


Their visibly distraught daughter Darcy appeared suddenly at the doorway.


‘TikTok, Insta and Snapchat, they’ve cancelled my accounts!’ she sobbed. ‘They say I’m too young.’


‘What’s the minimum age?’ asked Owen.


‘Thirteen. So now I’ve lost every photo and every video I’ve ever posted.’


Roxi considered climbing off the bed to comfort her daughter but changed her mind. That wasn’t the nature of their relationship. Instead, Owen brought Darcy into his chest and kissed the top of her head. He was better at this kind of thing than she was. But it didn’t stop Roxi from feeling a small stab of envy at their closeness. And there was no remorse for having reported her daughter’s accounts to their service providers. If she was going to become Jem’s replacement, how could she be taken seriously with a twelve-year-old daughter who had more followers than her?
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Corrine


Corrine poked her head out of the door and cocked it to one side. She couldn’t hear the kids in their bedrooms or her husband in his office at the end of the landing. She returned to her room, closed the door and removed from her handbag a burner mobile phone she’d purchased from a twenty-four-hour convenience store the previous night. She dialled Old Northampton’s accident and emergency department and, several voice-activated options later, she finally reached a human.


‘Hello,’ she began quietly. ‘I’d like an update on a young man who was admitted in the early hours of yesterday morning?’


The reply was curt. ‘Name?’


‘Nathan.’


‘Surname?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Your relationship to him?’


‘A . . . colleague.’


A moment’s silence followed and, when Corrine thought the woman had hung up, a ringing tone sounded.


‘Who am I speaking to?’ a male voice began.


‘Hello, I’m trying to get an update—’


‘Your name?’


There was something about his authoritative timbre that warned Corrine not to continue. She pressed the end call button and promptly dropped the phone. She bent to pick it up and spotted the scarf she had worn when she had left the boy’s unconscious body by the hospital’s entrance. She threw it into a drawer and made a mental note to add it to the log burner later.


She had barely slept that night worrying about Nathan’s condition and how their plan had gone so awry. Over and over, she’d wracked her brains as to how they could have done things differently. But she kept reaching the same conclusion: they had been blindsided.


Corrine picked up her regular phone and typed MP Eleanor Harrison’s name. ‘MP remains in critical condition with head injury,’ read the first of many news stories. Corrine bit her index finger. Even though she despised the woman, she hoped for her own sake that Harrison would make a full recovery.


She studied her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Dark bruising had risen to the surface overnight, framing her mouth in blues and blacks from where the fist had landed. Concealer would hide it. Her swollen lips, however, would be harder to disguise. She picked up a towel from the sink and held it to her mouth. She’d tell anyone who commented that it had been an allergic reaction to shellfish, her first in years.


Corrine gently applied her make-up, ran her fingers through her brown-and-grey-flecked hair, then slipped into a comfortable pair of trousers. She flinched; muscles she had strained last night tugged as she pulled her arms into a loose-fitting blouse.


She gave herself a final once-over in the mirror before clearing her throat and making her way downstairs. Through a window adjacent to the staircase, she spotted her neighbour Derek and his new wife climbing into their car. It had been almost two years since she had last spoken a word to the man she had once considered a friend. Corrine rarely bore grudges but she’d made an exception for him.


She passed the utility room and bid the housekeeper Elena a good morning. Outside, she heard the quiet hum of the lawnmower as Elena’s husband Florin tended the garden.


Gathered around the television in the reception room were Corrine’s husband Mitchell and two of their three children. She corrected herself: they weren’t children any more, they were young adults. Twins Nora and Spencer were eighteen and would soon be following in their older sister Freya’s footsteps and heading to university. Once, Corrine thought she’d be dreading the moment they flew the nest. But not now that she had a plan in place.


Corrine’s eyes rested on Mitchell. Sitting on one of the sofas, he rested his folded arms on a belly that strained the fabric of his t-shirt. Dark hairs protruded from his ears like the legs of a hermit crab poking out from a seashell. She assumed the birthday vouchers she had given him for a male grooming spa treatment remained unused.


‘Have you heard who’s dead?’ asked Spencer. ‘Jem Jones.’


‘The girl from the internet?’ Corrine replied. She recalled hearing the news headline on the radio as she drove back from the hospital but had been too preoccupied to pay the story any attention.


‘Uhuh. She killed herself while livestreaming. Gun to the head. Boom.’ He mimicked placing a weapon to his temple and pulling the trigger.


‘Oh, that’s awful.’


‘Do you want to watch it?’


‘No, why would I? And neither should you.’


‘I’ve already seen it, like, a dozen times this morning. It’s all over the internet.’


Mitchell turned, taking in her appearance, and her mouth in particular. ‘Given into peer pressure and had your lips done?’ he mocked.


‘Woah, Mum!’ Nora added. ‘You know less is more, right?’


‘Very funny. The restaurant put prawns in the paella after I specifically asked them not to. The swelling will go down soon.’


‘You might consider some fillers around the eyes as well,’ Mitchell continued. ‘Time is crueller to women than it is to men.’


Corrine eyed her husband up and down. ‘On whose authority?’


Mitchell offered a humourless laugh and reverted his attention towards the screen.


‘Why did that poor girl want to die?’ Corrine asked.


‘She said she couldn’t cope with the haters,’ said Nora. ‘All those GIFs and memes and Deepfakes made her life a misery, apparently.’


Corrine shook her head. ‘Then why not just leave social media?’


‘Because, without it, you might as well not exist.’


‘That’s ridiculous. If a dog kept biting you every time you stroked it, you’d stop stroking it, wouldn’t you?’


Spencer rolled his eyes.


‘Then explain it to me,’ Corrine continued. ‘I’m all ears.’


‘Your social media is every bit as much of who you are as the clothes you wear, the bars you check into, the music you share, the car that drives you or who you date. Everyone judges you on them – your mates, teachers, Uni recruiters and employers.’


‘But why does it need to be such a toxic environment?’


Nora shrugged. ‘You tell us. Your generation started it.’


‘And you are supposed to be better than us,’ Corrine retorted. ‘Is Woke Behaviour & Practice still on the school curriculum?’


Spencer nodded. ‘It’s not like her death is my fault, is it? I didn’t do anything.’


‘Did you “like” any of those memes or GIFs? Did you repost any?’


‘Well, yeah, some of them were funny. But I didn’t tag her.’


‘But even by liking them, you’re contributing to the problem.’


‘What does it matter to you?’ interrupted Mitchell. ‘You told me yourself that you didn’t like her.’


Corrine sighed. ‘There’s a difference between not liking someone for what they stand for and hounding them to their death.’


‘Yet when I tell you I think all social media should be state controlled, you argue with me. Sounds like double standards.’


‘You think what we need right now is more Government control? Isn’t it enough that couples signed up to the Marriage Act are allowing themselves to be spied on in their own homes?’


‘I have no secrets. Do you, Corrine?’


A shift in tone and his burrowing stare made her question if Mitchell knew more about her extra-curricular activities than he was admitting to. No, he couldn’t be aware of what had happened to that MP, she reasoned. She had covered her tracks.


The disagreement wasn’t worth any more of her time so she left it. There was little common ground between them these days – with one exception. In a world that encouraged couples to remain together, she and Mitchell were readying themselves to go against the grain. They were preparing to divorce.
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