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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 bullseye: ‘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 pushchairs 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.
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