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To all of my brothers and sisters who are striving to make their way in a system designed to prevent us from flourishing.

Keep going – we are but a step on a long journey.
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Preface
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‘More Black People!’ is a satirical look at Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) in the corporate world of today. Following the events of 2020 - George Floyd’s murder and the rise of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement - race was (temporarily) brought to the forefront of Western consciousness, and, for the first time, fully embraced and engaged with by many White people, including large corporations.

However, despite many well-meaning individuals, there are more selfish and less altruistic motives for some organisations and corporations who have ‘taken on’ the fight against racism. Many companies view  D&I as an opportunity to be perceived in a more positive light; virtue signalling to the world they are an ‘ethical’ and ‘moral’ organisation, a ‘good place to work’, and/or a ‘good’ place from which to buy goods or services. In reality, there is often little to no genuine care nor commitment to these issues. From a personal perspective, I have worked on multiple D&I teams, across different blue-chip companies, and have seen first-hand how superficial the level of commitment can be. When it comes to putting up dollars to support D&I work, more often than not, they mysteriously cannot be found - despite billions in turnover. 
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Lack of follow-through

Taking a look at some of the statistics from companies that had made commitments in 2020, to where we are now, we can see there has been an issue with follow through. Companies that would have all benefited from the initial positive traditional and social media attention have not honoured their commitments.

The Creative Investment Research (CIR) conducted a report into resources promised by US companies following George Floyd’s death. These resources would be used for everything from transforming their own internal recruiting and inclusion programmes to investing into communities of colour. 67 billion dollars from 271 companies were committed, but only 652 million dollars been disbursed at the start of 2022 (Financial Times).

(Bloomberg) America’s top 50 biggest companies had promised to contribute $49.5 billion dollars. It is thought 90% of that amount is allocated as loans or investments that the companies may end up profiting from, with only $4.2 billion dollars pledged as direct grants. Only a small fraction ($70 million) went to organisations dedicated to criminal justice reforms – one of the areas in greatest need of change, considering its impact on the black community.

CIR’s Chief Executive has compared businesses making unfulfilled racial equity pledges to companies that market a revolutionary new product to investors, enjoy a rising share price as a result, but never actually deliver the goods.
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It’s not all bad

While it is true we have a long way to go, there are some examples of companies that appear to be on the right track. Microsoft has shown signs of sustained commitment following their 2020 commitment to racial equality. Microsoft claims it is increasing the amount of business it does with black-owned financial institutions and suppliers.

PayPal has promised to support underserved communities and close the racial wealth gap with $535 million. PayPal claims that, to date, about $500 million of its commitment has been put into action, including $15 million in grants, in partnership with the Association for Enterprise Opportunity, to around 1,400 Black-owned small businesses.

Intel claims to have surpassed its $1 million pledge to support non-profits and community organisations addressing social injustice and promoting anti-racism, by giving $1.2 million in anti-racism and social equity grants to organizations including UNESCO, the Obama Foundation, and the Greater Houston Community Foundation.

Since 2021 Netflix has committed $70 million of its $100 million commitment in deposits into financial institutions that support the Black community.
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Back To The Story

I believe we need to have more full and frank discussions about this important issue. We are striving to evolve as a society, but too often progress is impeded by greed, discrimination, and fear. My hope is that this book will prompt people to properly consider the changes they want to see in the world, and how they are honouring the commitments they have made.
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Prologue
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Opportunity In Misery

The dust had barely settled on the scandalous revelation that senior-level politicians had been involved in the orchestration of the assault on teenager Damon Adebola, and the subsequent riots led by pan-African organisation, African Descent. Pressure for a General Election had been steadily growing across all political parties.

“I’d like to ask the Right Honourable Gentleman, how can we trust those in power to govern with integrity after all that has transpired? The people need to have their voices heard,” called a senior Opposition politician.

Jonathan ducked and weaved as he tried to make his way through the crowd of protestors that had congregated outside of the Tube station. “No justice, no peace!” shouted someone with a megaphone. “We need change, we need change!” called the crowd in response. He was unaware why there was so much uproar and commotion. He just wanted to get to his gran’s and was already late. By the time he arrived she was sitting comfortably sipping on a tea and looking at a newspaper.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said as he leaned in for a kiss. “There were all these protestors outside the station from the Damon Adebola inquest. They’ve caused delays on the Tube, too.”

“Mi know, mi know, it in the paper, too. All dis stress and summin over the African Descent ting. The riots and protest is dangerous. People fi get hurt.”

“I know. I don’t get it, if I’m honest. Sometimes I feel like I should be closer to this stuff,” Jonathan admitted.

“You need to stay away from trouble. It don’t concern you, ya hear?”

Jonathan wanted to challenge, but accepted the tone, a tone he was used to hearing growing up, a tone that said this was not a discussion. “How are you, Gran?” he said, changing the topic.

“You know, mi good,” she replied with a small cough.

“Good. As long as they’re looking after my favourite person. So we getting the cards out, some Black Jack?”

“You want a beating so early?” she laughed. “But wait, tell mi first, you find someone yet?”

“Gran, you know I work hard. There isn’t much time for that stuff.”

“How you mean ‘that stuff’? Love? Love is life. It is why we are here, not those games and cartoons.”

“Gran,” he pleaded, hoping for a reprieve, but he knew she was right: what was more important than love? The truth was he had been trying, a bit at least. Jonathan was self-aware enough to know he wasn’t the archetypal attractive male. His qualities were more subtle and nuanced. He wasn’t the type to be in the bar on a Friday night, but the digital approach wasn’t bearing much fruit either. After some coercion, he’d downloaded pretty much all the apps, uploaded his best pics, but failed to generate much interest. It seemed the Jourdan Dunns of the world didn’t have much interest or time for a man of his disposition. “So, Black Jack time?”

“Ok, get di cards dem.”

***
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The results from the Inertia internal survey were in and, to Deborah’s relief, they were marginally better than the previous year. She had her tea ready, calendar blocked and was ready to interrogate the findings. The annual anonymous questionnaire gave staff the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings about the company’s environment and performance. Were people clear about and happy with the strategic direction of the organisation? Did they feel heard and valued? Did they believe they had appropriate opportunities for development and career fulfilment? And did the company provide a culturally progressive environment? Most of the questions were on a scale of 1 to 10, but there were a few which had free text options for more detailed feedback. The real reason Deborah was so happy with the results was because she would be able to share the outcome with the executive committee and hopefully use it as leverage for her own promotion to the committee. She played around with the Power Point, trying to figure out the best way to present the findings. Do I need to highlight the year-on-year improvement? As she fiddled, she took a look at some of the more detailed feedback provided. She noticed a couple of comments that she had not registered in prior years: “It would be good to see more diversity throughout the organisation. We need to recognise and educate on issues of D&I.” What is D&I?. She sipped her tea.
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“Sir, we have the report for you.”

“Just leave it on the desk,” he said as he scrolled through the evening news updates. The growing public discontent and political in-fighting was becoming more vehement. He opened the report and flicked through the detailed profiles, each accompanied by a photo. He read and re-read the profiles before stopping on one for closer inspection. He studied this image. There was a level of charisma that could be detected from the photo alone; his academics were stellar, upbringing well-suited and choice of partner perfect. “This is our man,” he said to himself, rewarding himself with a sip of whisky.
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Chapter 1
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Media Mayhem

Calvin James, CJ to some, sat back in his chair and turned his head to the ceiling, away from his flash cards, an aid to learning his speech. “Opportunity for the people... long overdue change... for far too long...” he said in a mumble, focusing on his key words, trying his best to get his story straight.

The door burst open. “Mr James, they’re ready for you,” Colleen the short, spotty, party aide spat out in exhausted fashion.

She must have sprinted all the way here. The ministerial support seemed to be getting younger and younger by the day.

It was time. This speech could change his life forever; perhaps even change the country. He took a deep breath, brought himself to his feet, and checked his phone one last time. It was filled with alerts, messages and reminders, but still no message from her. The aide held the door open as Calvin slowly left the room. He knew he should have been excited; he’d worked his entire career for this moment, but for some reason, it felt more like he was walking to his own execution.

In the auditorium the crowd bustled with enthusiasm. He made his way up a short staircase that led onto the stage and to a lectern covered in microphones. Calvin adjusted his suit jacket one last time before turning to look out towards the audience; he found it hard to see much past the first couple of rows as bright lights. He was able make out some friendly faces up front, all giving him warm and encouraging smiles, but there was a noticeable spare seat – his wife had stayed true to her word and not attended. 
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A few rows back, just beyond the harsh façade of the cameras’ lights, Andy Dewsberry and Dale Cummings lay in wait. Andy was five foot eight and a half, nine on a good day, with thinning mousey brown hair. He had a slim build with a pot belly, which he’d noticed was growing at a worrying rate in recent years. Dale stood slightly shorter at five foot six, naturally more portly than his compatriot, with a similar hair issue but a balding crown. They sat with itchy feet awaiting their moment.

“What’s the signal again?” Dale whispered eagerly to Andy.

Andy rolled his eyes in frustration. They’d been over this at least a dozen times in the last twenty-four hours alone. “When he says it’s time for questions, I throw the eggs and you run up there and show your t-shirt, right?” Andy explained tersely.

Dale considered the steps carefully, going through the plan again. “So we ask questions, then you throw the eggs and I show the t-shirt?”

Andy’s temper was rising. Things were risky enough already, and Dale’s incompetence wasn’t any help. “Why would we ask?!” He paused, trying to compose himself with some deep breaths, index finger massaging the tension from his forehead. “When I tell you, you go and show the shirt, okay?”

“Ok, Andy, relax. I’m nervous, you know.”

“We’re all bloody nerv-!” He stopped himself again. “Alright, Dale, it’ll be fine.”
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“Thank you for making the time today, everyone. I’ll try my best to keep this short and sweet... the way my grandmother used to describe me,” Calvin began, garnering some chuckles from the audience. Shadow Chancellor James was naturally charismatic, funny without trying, coupled with a keen intellect. It was evident why he was tipped for public office at an early age. Some went even further, earmarking him as a leadership candidate.

“I know there have been rumours. Many may have expected this announcement sooner. I apologise for making my supporters wait. But I would like to take this opportunity to formally announce my challenge for party leadership – better late than never, I guess – as my wife said to me in Santorini in response to my apparently tardy proposal.” The announcement was met with thunderous applause from the crowd, along with hearty laughter. Calvin continued to lay out his plan for the party, outlining the key changes he hoped to make, and how they would benefit not only the party, but also the country.

Before long it was time for questions. Andy stooped to unzip his backpack, retrieving the eggs. He looked at Dale, who was staring blankly back at him. Andy mouthed the words ‘Go now’ as he stood and began to hurl the eggs at the stage. Dale quickly made his way down the side of the crowd and up towards the stage. The first couple of eggs barely made it to their target but generated enough commotion to throw Calvin off his responses. 

People looked around as murmurs and questioning erupted. “What’s going on?” someone shouted. Security were whispering into their collars when an egg crashed against Calvin’s chest, yolk dripping down his royal blue suit. Seconds later he was rushed off stage.

Almost at the same time, Dale made it to the front of the stage, ready to unveil his t-shirt and shout the slogan, when he was harshly spiked by one of the larger members of the security team. The rugby tackle sent him flying like a child’s stuffed toy. The wind was completely taken from him. He gasped dramatically, unsure if he would ever breathe again. He’d never felt anything like this. Andy had also been accosted by security. The pair were ushered out of sight backstage as Andy shouted, “Not in our country! Not while the NBF is here!” 

Dale could barely walk, let alone contribute to the shouting. 
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Backstage, Calvin was in a state of shock, “What the fuck was that?” he asked Colleen, the only other member of his team present. She stayed silent, unsure of the exact words to convey her mix of frustration and sympathy. “I thought the audience was supposed to be vetted. I get enough of this shit online. I don’t need it at my own leadership announcement.” Calvin was not naïve to the state of play. This type of backlash was par for the course for a person of colour in the political sphere; however, despite his ever-thickening skin, he still experienced moments of fragility.

“Is there anything I can do, Sir?” she offered.

“No, no, I’ll be fine,” he replied, regaining his composure. Colleen quietly exited the room, reading that some privacy would be appreciated.

He searched his phone, still no messages. His frustration grew again. I need a drink. “Colleen!” he called, ready to request some whisky. But to no avail: he was alone.

***
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Jonathan was having his now customary late lunch; swept up again in perfecting a set of logo design options for his new account. He reached for his all-terrain zip-up fleece, knowing the air-conditioning in the cafeteria would be on its usual high setting. He studied his frayed cuffs, reluctantly acknowledging it was probably time for a replacement. Shuffling quickly to the lift, he hoped he wouldn’t have to wait too long. As he approached the lift door, he saw Jenna and Charlotte from Research and Insights engaged in a deep and passionate conversation; well, passionate from Charlotte’s side at least, as she tended to be. From what he could hear, they were talking about Charlotte’s latest failed dating experience.

Jonathan tried to stop himself from staring at Jenna, a skill he was yet to master. Something told him he was at little risk of getting caught; someone like her would never register someone like him. Despite having worked at the same company for several years, he was transfixed once again by her beauty, seeing her as if it was the first time. He could never understand why she was such good friends with Charlotte. They seemed to be so different - at least, different to the version of Jenna he’d dreamt up.

The lift arrived. Charlotte pushed past Jonathan as if he wasn’t there: treatment he was used to by now. Jenna held back, allowing him to go first. Jonathan of course returned the offer, insisting she went ahead. The pair continued their conversation, leaving Jonathan to return to his thoughts. He looked down at his shoes, suddenly self-conscious about his appearance in such close proximity to someone like her who was not only beautiful, but also polite.

“I said: no way darlin. You want to get my goodies, you gotta take me somewhere that is at least £100 a head, right?” Charlotte said vigorously. “These boys these days, I don’t know what to tell ya.”

Jenna nodded in passive agreement, clearly not sharing Charlotte’s passion for the princess treatment.
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It was late by the time Jonathan arrived home, at least late for him as someone who rarely rushed back, comfortable with the consistent glow of his workstation. He put a couple of ready meals in the fridge and made his way to his bedroom desk to fire up his computer for the evening. Most people would not regard Jonathan as someone who was living life to the fullest, but for him it was plenty. The majority of his friends were digital, and he was at peace in his own company... as long as he had access to a computer or his sketch pad, sometimes even the happy medium of both that his tablet afforded him.

He thought about his to do list for the coming day as the computer’s processor whirred into life, itself unknowingly preparing for another evening of Medi-evil Quest. Medi-evil Quest was a popular online Role Player Game for those in the know. Jonathan was an avid player, having worked his way up to a Level 26 Grand Wizard. His phone buzzed to life as the game booted up. He’d received a text from Kevin, letting him know the rest of the group were ready to start the game. As he joined, he could see the group chat had been bustling with activity for about fifteen minutes already, waiting for his arrival. Headset on, Jonathan began the evening’s quest.

The group were about 45 minutes in when a news alert appeared in the bottom corner of his screen. Only half-reading the small text box, he registered that Scotland Yard were investigating an attempted assault on an MP - the attack thought to be racially motivated. Jonathan returned his full attention to the game, and before long it was almost two in the morning. A couple of his team mates were logging off for bed. His growing yawns were an indication that it was best to follow suit.

Showered and teeth brushed, he lay in bed trying to nod off, but for some reason he was not tired. He thought about how to optimise some of the tasks he had going on in the office, yet his mind kept drifting to the news alert from earlier in the evening. This was unusual for Jonathan; he was someone who had never developed a passion for equality. He tried to doze off, tossing and turning in bed but, before he knew it, his alarm was going off and the sunlight was piercing through his bedroom window.

***
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Deborah Tate quickly ran up the entrance steps to the Inertia offices; frappuccino in one hand, bright Chanel bag in the other. Inertia, the advertising and communications agency, was based in the heart of London’s West End, the offices occupying three floors of a stately old building. It had the type of grandeur that had been essential during the hedonistic heyday of advertising in the eighties and early nineties, but now had become a cumbersome expense for the once titan of industry. The company had been acquired a few years earlier by a large US-based conglomerate, with Deborah getting promoted to Managing Director of UK operations. Her meeting with the Executive Committee would begin shortly, and she could not afford to be late. She sensed her opportunity for promotion to the Committee was nearing; maybe today would be the day for the good news.

The lift slowly scaled the building as she glanced at her watch for the third time in the last two minutes, happy she would have time for one last make-up check before the online call began. She had taken the large conference room for the meeting. She was pleased with the early start as it meant fewer people would be milling around the office, less chance of people seeing the board members on the big screen, which normally triggered questions from the nosier employees. She was the first to join, just the way she liked it. Not long passed before the rest of the committee arrived. There was some informal chit chat, and then it was time to get down to business.

“Debbie, thanks for making time. We know it’s early for you guys,” Arnold Johansson, the CEO, said with his trademark southern drawl. Deborah accepted this was the level of commitment needed to succeed and make it to the top.

“No problem at all. Early bird gets the worm, after all,” she replied in her formal yet saccharine voice. For some reason that she never quite understood, her voice would become higher and more regal when speaking to her US bosses; nerves, she suspected.

“Deborah, we wanted to thank you for all of your dedication to the company over the years. You really are a shining light for the entire business,” he said effusively, as he sipped a take-out coffee.

A smile beamed across her face: maybe this really is the day.

“Deb, I gotta be straight with you, if that’s ok?” he asked rhetorically. 

“Of course, sir,” she replied.

“Our global numbers are soft... and, while you guys in the UK have been roughly on target, we need to do more across the business.”

She nodded along, not sure how concerned she should be.

“If we don’t hit our targets for the year, we’re going to have to make some lay-offs and, of course, we don’t want that.”

Deborah was really beginning to worry now. Perhaps her job was at risk. Take her off the payroll, an efficient cut-back.

“Deb, our Global Insights team has looked into our public perception figures and we’re not performing well. As you would expect, it’s the same lefty PC bull-crap, but apparently our executive board is accused of being ‘Pale, Male, and Stale’”. This comment triggered a spree of giggling from the other board members. “We don’t have enough people of colour in senior positions,” he finished, rolling his eyes and waving his hands in the air to indicate that the assertion was ridiculous. “So, Deb, we’re going to have push on ‘inclusivity’” he said, making air quotes. A fellow board member leaned towards Arnold and whispered something in his ear. “Yep, sorry, diversity too... Diversity and Inclusion. The great thing is it’s now a constant hot topic. There’s always some kid getting shot or something. Even over there, you guys have your issues. I keep hearing about the MP those far-right nutjobs are trying to kill, so there’s always something to play off. Ultimately, we need to be seen to be playing ball and upping our numbers. I need you to take the lead from the UK end and make sure we are seen to be being more... Diverse.”

Deborah struggled to take it all in. She hadn’t engaged with any of the coverage around that MP. She felt the media must have been dramatising events. “Right, Sir, well of course that’s important, and we do already have a couple of—”

“No, it’s not enough. We need more and it needs to be clear to everyone, internally and externally, that we are Diverse and Inclusive.” Air quotes were employed again for emphasis. “I’m going to get Genene from HR to set up a one-to-one to brief you on the details of the strategy, ok?”

She nodded deferentially in response.

“Perfect, you’re a superstar! We’ll check in again soon,” he finished and the various committee members dropped off the call. When the call ended, Deborah sat in silence, mildly stunned, and slightly irritated the call didn’t deliver the news she had hoped for. They must trust me... that’s something, she thought, trying to make the best of the situation.

***
[image: ]


Jonathan arrived early to work, as he typically did, keen to settle in before the hustle and bustle of the 9:00 throng. By the time the majority of the company arrived, he would be deep into his work for the day. As Jonathan made his way to the desk, he was surprised to see Deborah in the conference room, seemingly deep in thought, pen on lips and eyes staring into the distance. The sound of steps brought her back to reality. She cast a broad smile his way, coupled with a healthy wave. Strange. Deborah had never acknowledged him in the past, not unless there was an urgent request for a last-minute design, and he certainly had never received such a keen greeting. Jonathan shot an uneasy, swift wave back, quickly hurrying to his desk.

***
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Deborah tilted back in her chair and continued to think. She was struggling to remember the name of the design grunt she’d just enthusiastically waved to. The penny was slowly starting to drop: she realised she would have to get to know him much better.
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Chapter 2
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Keep Up

Dale and Andy were sitting in the corner of the St George pub, slowly nursing their pints. Robbo was due to arrive any minute now and they still hadn’t come up with a valid reason for why the plan had failed so badly. Dale stared out of the window, distracted by an interesting puppy that was chasing after a Twix wrapper. Meanwhile, Andy stared at Dale with his usual mix of frustration and annoyance. “Dale... Dale!” he said loudly, but Dale was in another world.

Andy hit him hard on the shoulder. “Ow!” Dale shouted, more surprised than hurt.

“Get your head out your ass. What are we gonna tell Robbo?”

“I don’t know, we can say the security was on to us or summin,” Dale replied, shrugging his shoulders.

“On to us or summin?” Andy said with growing annoyance, hitting him again. He took a long swig of his larger to try to calm his nerves. But his mind continued to race. They couldn’t afford another fuck up or they would be kicked out of the group entirely and then where would they be? Totally alone, totally worthless.

Bawdy George, one of the pub’s oldest patrons, was asking a young barmaid to turn the television up as the afternoon’s football matches were finishing and he was keen to check his accy. The additional noise did nothing to ease Andy’s tension. At that moment the side entrance of the pub flew open. The boys couldn’t see who was coming in but the energy change in the air confirmed it was Robbo. He walked past the two at an easy pace that carried both authority and determination with it: as if he always needed to be somewhere important. He cast his eyes at the pair and then straight ahead, enough of a gesture to get the guys to follow him hurriedly. They knew the drill: keep pace, but also maintain a respectful distance, and always, always, wait to be invited into his office. They made their way to the back of the pub, down the corridor with the bathrooms, and predictably had the office door slammed in their faces. Dale motioned to open the door, only to be met with a firm slap across the arm from Andy. “Wait, remember?”

After a few angst-filled minutes, they received the signal to enter. The office was packed with boxes, filled with different random items. A shimmer of light squeezed in through a small window above Robbo’s desk. His office was never a place you wanted to find yourself. Robbo had his head down scribbling something in one of his dozens of famed note books. Despite his intimidating size, he was no fool; except perhaps when it came to trusting Andy and Dale.

“Come on then, what the fuck appened?” he asked firmly, slapping the A4 note pad with one hand, triggering a tsunami of dust to shoot into the air. The pair looked at one another, neither wanting to speak, but Andy knew, as always, he’d have to take the lead; knowing it would be safer for the both of them if he did.

“Thing is, Gaffer... well...” Andy began.

“Well, what? Get on with it,” Robbo replied tersely.

Andy looked down at his shoes. Dale’s head was already cast down, not to be moving any time soon.

“We had a problem—”

Robbo interrupted again, “I know you had fuckin problem, the whole country knows you had a fuckin problem. I want to know what appened? When you told me it was sorted.”

Andy’s palms were sweaty. No matter what he said, he knew survival would be solely dependent on Robbo’s mercy, nothing else.

“Gaffer, we fucked up, it was my fault, I gave Dale the wrong instructions and...” Andy said quickly, silently praying for a way out.

Robbo put his head in his hands. He knew Andy was lying, covering for his pal. The dishonesty irked him, but he respected Andy’s seemingly inexhaustible loyalty to what could only be described as a complete liability in the poor excuse for a man that was Dale Cummings. “I should ave you both, you know that right?”

The room fell silent, for a moment. Dale had been in deep, silent prayer since the start of the meeting. He knew this was the moment of judgment. Which way would Caesar’s thumb go?

“Gaffer, if you just give us another chance, I promise...” Andy pleaded.

“Don’t fuckin Gaffer me. You’re making us look like a right bunch of pricks! We’re supposed to be showing this country that we’re better than the fuckin darkies and queers, and you fuck wits can’t carry out a simple plan!”

Andy looked at the floor again and waited.

“Go on, fuck off! I’m sick of the pair of you. On my life, you two cunts have one more chance – fuck up again, and I swear I’ll dig your holes myself,” he exclaimed.

“Thanks Gaff—” Dale piped up.

“FUCK!! OFF!!!” Robbo bellowed.

The pair took the hint and their stay of execution, and scuttled out of the office as quickly as they could. Dale’s hand slipped on the door knob from all the nervous sweat. Andy clipped him around his ear, barged him out the way and forced the door open. They hurried away down the corridor, too terrified to remember to shut the office door.

“Fuckin alf-wits!” Robbo said in exasperation at the open door, as he turned his head to the heavens for strength.

***
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Jenna sat quietly on the edge of a cafeteria bench, and carefully read her fourth article on the attempted egging at the party leadership announcement. Her heart rate began to rise, and beads of sweat slowly formed on her brow upon reading the victim’s name. Trying her best to remain composed, not wanting to drawn any attention, she refocused on the article. The spate of racial hate crimes driven by the National Britain’s First, or NBF, organisation did little to surprise Jenna, but she was still disappointed. She’d never believed the rhetoric that society was in a ‘post-racial’ era, irrespective of the number of MPs of colour elected; or the self-proclaimed assertion the UK was the most racially progressive country in Europe. She was determined not to care about the MP who was attacked. It being easier to believe he was more concerned with his own individual life progression than the improvement of Black people. However, she realised the attacks were indicative of the state of play, that there were still many out there who did not feel the need to hide their hatred; more so, were prepared to act on it.

Jonathan grabbed a cheese sandwich and headed to the till, he caught sight of Jenna out of the corner of his eye. He thought about sitting with her, before pulling out at the last minute, opting for a simple ‘Hello’ instead. The prospect of trying to strike up an engaging conversation while simultaneously eating his lunch was too big for today.

Jenna gave him a passive wave in return for his hello, as she slowly grazed on her salad. At least these guys were honest, she thought. They lived their truth, out in the open; far better than those who lived behind fake smiles and contrived compliments. Jenna had lost count of the times she’d had to pretend to be thrilled with a ‘your hair is so nice, is it all yours?’ or, worse still, ‘can I touch it?’ But she understood the rules of the game; to not rock the boat, to get along, lest she be tarnished with the brush of the dreaded angry Black woman.

“There you are!” a voice from behind called. It was Charlotte. “I was looking everywhere for you. Didn’t you see my messages? I’ll grab some food. I’ve had a day!” Charlotte unloaded like a machine gun on fully automatic. She had appeared, splurged, and disappeared to the sandwich fridge, all before Jenna could utter a word. Jenna would occasionally question her friendship with Charlotte. They were different in many ways, but she was authentic, she didn’t sugar coat anything, and Jenna respected that. She was also one of the few people to make an effort to make friends with Jenna when she first joined. Jenna felt like Charlotte saw her for her: no colour, or moniker of identification, just Jenna. It also helped that the only requirement of friendship with Charlotte was to listen. This was attractive to the more introverted Jenna – if talking had been an Olympic sport, Charlotte would be a gold medallist.

Charlotte returned as quickly as she left. “They never have anything good here. I tell you we need to start going out for lunch, get a cheeky Nando’s or something!” she offered with her trademark cackle. Jenna smiled and nodded in agreement. “So, you know Mark from finance?” Charlotte continued at her usual rapid pace. “I’ve asked the guy for a simple breakdown of the Morris account and, I swear to you, all through the conversation he would not stop staring at my tits!” Charlie’s candour made Jenna spit some couscous out of her mouth. She thought she should be used to her by now, but there were still moments when her directness surprised her. Charlie continued as if there weren’t sprinklings of couscous salad everywhere. “I told him: Mark, I don’t care how senior you are, keep your eyes up here, or I’ll poke em out,” she finished with in a fit of laughter.

***
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Deborah was squeezed into a seventies-style egg-shaped chair in one of the small hub rooms, preparing for her meeting with Genene. As she wriggled for comfort, she struggled to remember why she’d signed off on the purchase of the ‘cool’ yet impractical seats. The hubs held no more than two, and, health measures considered, were better for just one. Deborah was an intelligent woman. She had to be to get to where she was in life. At a push, she considered herself more ‘traditional’ with a small ‘t’ rather than ‘Old School’. She came from a time when people brought themselves up via their own boot straps. There wasn’t all this complaining that the younger generations seemed to be obsessed with. But she was still in-touch with the youth. As a young girl, she remembered hearing stories of the war and the countless lives lost at the hands of the Nazis, those who had given everything to save the world. But Deborah was also astute. She acknowledged that, in this world, it was not all about hard work, it was about towing the line, and while it annoyed her, if the party line was Diversity and Inclusion, then so be it.

She pulled out her pocket mirror from her make-up bag and checked her light lipstick. Deborah had long been programmed that a woman’s appearance was as important, even more important, than what she had to say, even if she was speaking with another woman. She caught the crow’s feet that seemed to be deepening and spreading from the corner of her eyes and quickly closed the mirror in response to her aging reflection. Time to dial in, she thought, hitting the join button on her laptop.

Genene’s face filled the screen, on the call ahead of schedule. This was an unsettling start for Deborah who was used to being the first on a call; the power dynamic was already out of her favour. Genene had short cropped, dyed bleach blonde hair; she was filled with trademark bright, bubbly, Californian enthusiasm.

“Hi Debbie!” she announced vigorously.

Deborah naturally wanted to match her energy but wasn’t sure if she had it in her, “Hello, Genene. How are you?”

“Amazing of course, and yourself?”

“Superb!” Deborah fired back, more loudly than intended.

“Right, so Deb, let’s get down to it. We’re going to be embarking on an exciting journey of Diversity and Inclusion. I’m so happy to be on this journey with you! How familiar are you with D&I?”

Deborah froze, trying to process the question. “Sorry, what is D&I?” she asked sheepishly.

Genene was shocked by the question. “Diversity and Inclusion.”

“Of course, of course. I was joking. Had you going, didn’t I?” Deborah said, attempting to laugh off the awkward moment.

“D&I is so important to our company. It’s pivotal to the strategic direction of the organisation, and we want to ensure that all of our people know that. As you have been honoured with the task of rolling out this direction in the UK, we wanted to make sure you’re prepared to complete this important task.”

Deborah nodded along.

“I have a few simple questions for you to help pressure test where you are in this key area. Nothing to worry about,” Genene said with a twee smile. Deborah felt there was plenty to worry about.

“Question 1: You need to select a candidate for a recruitment campaign, it is important that the candidate is representative of our company culture, do you choose:

A – A straight White male

B – A straight White female

C – A Black man

D – A Gay woman

E – A differently abled person.”

Deborah considered the question carefully, she wasn’t sure what E actually meant. She tried to remember the wording. Representative, she thought. Her mind flicked through the members of staff. “Well, if it’s representative, I guess A,” she answered, figuring that made the most sense.

There was a pause while Genene thought about her response. “You see, Deb, the image we want to portray to the world is one of openness and welcoming. I’m sure you can understand how a straight White man doesn’t suggest that?”

Deborah knew she was supposed to agree with this statement but did not fully understand why. She had spent her whole career catering to straight White men... that was the bulk of her job. How could things have changed so much?

“Mmhmm,” was the best she could muster.

“Let’s try another,” Genene said with renewed optimism. “Question 2. An employee comes to you with a complaint about a racial remark made by another employee. What do you do?”

Deborah’s years of man-management experience kicked in, “Well, I get them both into my office and we get to the bottom of what has taken place.” The look on Genene’s face made her feel less hopeful about her answer.

“That’s... good... but not quite what we’re looking for. In our organisation, we want to make it clear that there is no place for racism, so what we would expect is swift and clear action against that perpetrator.”

“But—” Deborah attempted to chime in.

“No buts, Debby, that’s the environment we would like to create. Final question: you have two qualified candidates going for a position. One is from a minority background and the other is Caucasian. What things would you consider when making a decision?”

Deborah’s confidence was low at this point. She didn’t trust her gut, but was starting to pick up on the message. “The minority?” she said slowly, with a distinct mix of unease and uncertainty.

“Yes... but it’s not completely straight forward. It also depends on the level of role that is being applied for. If it is a senior role, we need to take more consideration into the choice of candidate.”

“Ah ha,” Deborah replied, quite confused, but attempting to signify that she had fully comprehended the message. Deborah could tell she hadn’t impressed; she decided to try and connect, woman to woman. “This stuff is all a bit silly, isn’t it? Especially for people like us, right? We’re trying to break the glass ceiling. We know how hard it is, right?”

Genene stared blankly. “So, Debbie, this has been very illuminating for me. I think I have all I need to prepare my report for Mr. Johansson. We’ll be in touch shortly,” she said as she waved happily and closed the call. Deborah couldn’t help but feel that Genene was trying to escape the disaster zone as quickly as possible. She really had work to do.

***
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Jonathan was tapping away at his keyboard, thinking about what his team could achieve on tonight’s quest, while also trying to recall when the next episode of Narisha (one of his favourite Anime shows) was coming out. His thought pattern was broken by Jenna walking past the Design corner on her way to the kitchen area; he swore he could smell her floral tones, even though she was several metres away. She gave him a little smile, as she sometimes would; he returned the gesture with much more enthusiasm, raising her a wave. She appeared to look away quickly, perhaps in embarrassment. Jonathan chastised himself for making her feel uneasy.

Freddy, one of Jonathan’s fellow design geeks watched the entire incident unfurl. He was a heavy-set man who enjoyed a tight-fitting t-shirt, usually with a retro eighties logo stamped across it. Freddy had little regard for the smart-casual dress code. He was chewing on a Bic pen, preparing to share his unsolicited advice. “Mate, you gotta relax. Girls want to feel like they’re lucky to have your attention, not that they are entitled to it,” he finished, saliva now trickling down the side of his mouth. Freddy had an opinion on everything, but loved to talk about women, particularly all his success with women, usually from his travel to warmer, more developing countries.

Jonathan didn’t disagree with his advice on this occasion, but still found it hard to take guidance on how to engage with women from someone he suspected hadn’t had much real-life experience with the fairer sex that didn’t stem from a financial transaction. He replied begrudgingly, “I guess so, Freddy.”

Jonathan was still working on a design when Deborah walked up to his desk. “Hi everyone. Hi Jonathan, how are you doing?” she asked.

Jonathan was sure she wasn’t talking to him, even though she’d used his name. He instinctively looked around, but everyone in the Design farm was looking at him. Freddy was giving him a piercing stare, imploring him to reply. “Hi... Hello... boss, Deborah, Mrs Tate,” he uttered in mumbled, nervous fashion. “I’m well, thanks, and you?”

“Good, good,” she replied with a broad smile, practically showing each one of her well-polished, shiny white teeth, “Well, just wanted to check in. Keep up the good work.” She continued towards the kitchen.

“What the fuck was that?” Freddy asked, wanting to know why she had come over and also why Jonathan had lost his faculty for language.

Jonathan was still in a state of shock. “I don’t know... you know, the weirdest thing happened the other day. I was in early, and she was in a meeting room. She gave me a huge wave. Eight years I’ve worked here, and she’s never uttered a word. Now in the space of a week she’s made two big efforts to engage with me.”

“Maybe it’s that new aftershave you’ve got on, mate! You just need to find one that Jenna likes!” Freddy said with a deep laugh that seemed to reverberate through his desk.

Jonathan wanted to be happy about the new found acknowledgement, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.

––––––––
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Jonathan’s Journal -15th 

I know it’s hard for people to acknowledge unless they’re staring right at me, but I am Black. Sometimes I catch her looking at me, the proverbial head cocked to side look, assessing whether or not I actually am. I want to tell her it’s not my fault, I was raised the way I was raised; that if I could change I would. Maybe it’s in my head, she’s not said this to me, it’s just a feeling. I’ve walked in on her in the kitchen with Charlotte. You know when you know they’ve been having girl talk? My entrance changes the energy from flirty to sympathetic, and that’s how I know.
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Chapter 3
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DFS

Dale and Andy sank into Dale’s mum’s ancient DFS sofa; a sofa that was once a second runner-up prize from a magazine contest. Despite its decrepit state, the sofa kept pride of place in Angie’s, Dale’s mum’s, heart. Countdown played quietly on the telly, as the pair silently licked their wounds, while also counting their blessings that they made it out of the meeting at all. Andy expected a message would come in soon about the next mission, a mission he knew they couldn’t afford to mess up.

“Do you boys want some tea?” Angie called in from the kitchen. There was a part of Angie that loved having her son around. Dale would always be her little boy, irrespective of the fact he was practically forty. But there was another part of her that wanted him to get out on his own, gain some independence. I won’t be around forever, she thought, but at least he’s got Andy. In typical fashion, Dale looked at Andy for guidance. Andy returned the enquiring look with a half-nudge/half-shrug that seemed to indicate acceptance of the offer. “Yes, Mum.”

“Ok, Squishy, I’ll bring it through in a bit,” she said. Dale hated his nickname, which derived from his puppy fat as a baby, but his mum had kept hold of it his entire life.

Dale and Andy, like many of the men in the area, had found much more time to catch up with day time telly since the Ford factory closed about eight years earlier. Senior management had promised new roles would be found, that a new site would be built, but instead a location in Asia was chosen as the destination for reinvestment. 1,000s were left jobless, many of whom had only ever known factory life and lacked discernible transferable skills for other forms of employment.

Many of the men felt they shouldn’t have to learn new skills. They were proud of what they had to offer. They actually built tangible things that people needed.

It was the country, and the stupid government that were wrong; driving the economy away from manufacturing and towards services and finances. The fallout for many of these now dilapidated labour towns was life on the dole and other benefits. Wandering from the pub to the bookie’s and back again, a large collective of vulnerable men, ripe to listen to a narrative of victimhood and scapegoating. This, unfortunately, is how Andy, Dale, and many of the other former factory workers, fell in to the grateful arms of the NBF.

Before long Angie had appeared with the food; fish fingers, over-cooked oven chips, baked beans, and some lemonade. “Here you are boys, enjoy,” she said warmly.

“Ta, Mum,” Dale said.

“Cheers, Miss A,” Andy followed.

A day of worrying and stress had made the guys hungry. Dale powered through his mum’s cooking like it was his last meal. Andy was a bit more
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