
        
            [image: cover]
        



Smile for the Camera

Nicola L. C. Talbot

Published by Dickimaw Books at Draft2Digital

Copyright 2024 Nicola L. C. Talbot

ISBN 978-1-909440-13-5




License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This
ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would
like to share this book with another person, please purchase an
additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and
did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only or for your lending library, then
please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of 
this author.





Contents

Title Page

Smile for the Camera

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Other Works






Smile for the Camera


Evelyn watched the array of rectangles arranged on the screen in
front of her. The desk was covered in detritus: crumbs, fluff, stray
hairs, and the desiccated corpses of insects. The computer hummed as
its fan expelled hot air from the processors into the poky room,
turning dusty cobwebs into miniature windsocks.  The overhead
fluorescent tube flickered, and the swivel chair creaked at
her every little fidget.


Each rectangle on the screen showed footage from a security
camera installed in a self-service checkout. Six rectangles for six
tills. How many hours of her life had she spent staring at this
screen? Alert for any customer who tried to slip by an unscanned
item or where the barcode scanned didn’t match the product in the
customer’s hand.


Old customers, young customers, confused customers, irate customers.
Turning the products this way and that before the series of thick
and thin parallel lines could finally be detected by the beady red
light. The harassed employee — under instructions to direct all but
cash-only customers to the self-service tills — appeared first in one
and then another rectangle to deal with items that wouldn’t scan or
to inspect sturdy reusable bags that were heavier than the machine’s
maximum tare weight. At least Eve was able to sit back, with her
feet up on the desk, munching crisps.  There were definitely perks
to this job.


An elderly customer came over to a till and slowly scanned her
items, pausing after each product to double-check the screen.
Finally, her age-worn face, lined with worry, scrutinized the screen
one last time before she reached out a wrinkled arthritic finger to touch the
payment option — not that there was much option for a card-only
till.  She glanced over one shoulder and then the other, her
movements slow and stiff, before unzipping a handbag that hung
satchel-style across her body. She bent her head, revealing a
thinning parting in wiry grey hair.


Another zip inside her bag also needed to be undone before she eased
out a black rectangular card holder. Eve recognised it as one of
the RFID-blocking type. The customer glanced over her shoulder again
before removing a credit card. Eve reached for the mouse and
enlarged the window. A cautious, paranoid customer, but more
concerned with shoulder surfers and skimmers than the camera which was aimed
at her.


The customer’s card had the type of design where all the
information is on one side to make it easier to be scanned by mobile
devices because no one likes to tap in sixteen digits on tiny
keyboards. Eve paused the video feed and zoomed in. The customer had
oriented the card so that the blank side faced any potential eagle
eye behind her, but this meant that the details were caught on
camera as she moved it over to the payment terminal. Credit card
number, name (Mrs A Smith), expiry date, card security code and
signature (Alice Smith) were all
visible in the still image on the screen.


Eve had two mobile phones: a regular one with a contract for normal
use and a cheap device with a pay as you go SIM.  She wiped the
crisp grease from her fingers onto her jeans, took a photo of the
screen with her burner phone, and saved it as a secure note.


Paranoid people were often too paranoid to have banking apps on
their phones, so they didn’t get instant notifications of purchases,
and it took longer for them to discover fraudulent activity.
They relied on multi-factor authentication, but credit card
companies didn’t always demand a verification code for every
transaction.


Time for a little pampering. Eve checked that the VPN was connected
and directed her browser to her favourite store. She soon had around nine
hundred pounds worth of goods in the online basket. May as well
round it up to a grand.  She added a few more items, negotiated the
checkout, and reached the payment page, where she entered Alice
Smith’s card details and waited while the spinning circle on the screen twirled. No
request for a verification code. The transaction had gone through
successfully.


Now the race was on to get as many transactions through as possible
until the card was blocked. She went to another site, loaded up the
basket, and tried again. This time there was a prompt to send a code
via SMS for verification. Oh well, at least she’d got lucky once.
She abandoned the order, closed the browser, and went back to work,
alert for shoplifters and any more payment cards that passed across
the camera or the movement of fingers over the payment keypad. Beep,
beep, beep.  Unexpected item in the bagging area.  Assistance is on
its way.


*


Eve popped a dark milk chocolate button into her mouth as she
studied the pair of brown eyes that momentarily stared directly at the
camera. This customer always used her phone to make the payments and
she unlocked it with her fingerprint. Payment successful. Thank you
for shopping at our store. Eve’s tongue played with the melting blob
of chocolate as she watched the customer walk away, a shopping bag
in one hand. The glass doors slid open in front of her and, just in
the corner of the rectangle that was showing the video feed, Eve saw
a car door open. As the vehicle reversed out of the parking bay, the
registration plate briefly passed through the frame. Eve made a note
of the number before selecting another chocolate button.  This one
she nibbled on, until she had to lick the remnants off her sticky
fingers.


She ought to be content with the easy pickings, the low-hanging
fruit, but that was like expecting a shark hunter to net goldfish.
Eve swivelled her chair from side to side as she contemplated the
brown eyes and the locked phone with its digital wallet. She
replayed the video feed, watching the customer put down the basket
on one side and her bag on the other. Tap on the screen to start,
and then out with the phone to scan her loyalty card. The card was
accepted. The membership number was visible on the screen. Eve looked
it up in the store’s database and found a mobile phone number
associated with the account of Roberta Mallory.


*


It was inevitable in such a small town that Eve
should one day spot a registration number she recognised amongst the
row of parked cars as she walked up the high street on her day off.
Pretending to window shop, she scanned the shoppers and pedestrians
for the owner of the brown eyes and the digital wallet and the nice
car. She ambled up the pavement, weaving around buggies and
nattering mothers and a huddle of teenagers.  Eventually she found
her prey sitting alone at a table in a coffee shop, caressing her
phone’s face with her thumb.


A bell tinkled as Eve opened the shop door, and she nonchalantly walked
across the laminate floor to the counter. The barista, whose name
tag identified her as Carol, put down her cloth and greeted Eve with
a smile.


“What can I get for you, my lovely?”


The barista’s ears were pierced along their curved edge, with
small gold studs like notches in a tally stick. Her uniform was
covered in stylised coffee cup icons with steam curling into a
cursive C. Three friends at a corner
table gathered






























###



cover.png
Smile for the Camera

2

Nicola L. C. Talbot





