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Cautionary note
All the characters in this novel are fictional and bear no relationship to anybody alive or dead. The same is not true of some of the places and institutions, in particular the library, Tegan’s school and the local borough council. Existing buildings or institutions and sometimes part of their history have served as backdrop to the story, but their depiction is fictional and in no way reflects the current or past reality of these places.
 

Dedication
This book is dedicated to a young girl, who, for the purpose of this work, we call Iona, and those like her whose courage and determination saved many a life and spared others countless years of misery. In the face of a web of lies that threatened to enslave her, if not destroy her, she took an immense risk and opted to speak the truth. Iona, we promised to dedicate our book to you, well, here it is. Know that you are much loved and will never be forgotten.
The Truth Mongers
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Prologue
“Good lord! How the hell do they get away with that?” Ash exclaimed, staring transfixed at a photo on the screen. It was the current prime minister, Sir John Trickledown, the fourth that year and it was only May. He was depicted kissing a young boy, going at it with such ardour, Ash’s stomach turned over. The headline read, Rumours confirmed. PM caught in the act. Elections likely. It was a deadly game the media played. Who could drag up dirt to topple the head of state or government minister the fastest? Anything to grab attention. The waltz of prime ministers had the country at a standstill. Much to the delight of rival countries who invested heavily in online media.
At first, the situation had been both frustrating and annoying. Now it was catastrophic as more and more institutions ground to a halt, schools, hospitals, the justice system, public transport. Only the police, the army, the surveillance arm of the IT business and electronic media survived, although these days it was hard to tell which was which. Ash instinctively covered the computer’s camera, fearing his expression would give him away. You never knew who might be watching.
“Who cares?” Ziggie shot back, with a shrug. “It’s all fake.” For someone so intelligent, her failure to understand the broader picture was alarming. Not for the first time, he was afraid for her. She was constantly taking risks with her outspokenness as if she didn’t care her words might be construed as seditious. With the latest legislation, passed by decree in the absence of a working government, penalties were severe. A teenage girl like her, for all her skills in unarmed combat, wouldn’t last long in their dreaded detention centre. “You watch too much of that rubbish,” she added. “It’ll rot your brain.” 
“If it’s fake, it’s a bloody good one,” he said, leaning closer, searching for clues the image had been doctored. This was not one of your blurry, hastily-snatched images that were so ambiguous any interpretation was possible. No. It was crystal clear, revealing every detail from the tiny pearls of sweat on the man’s forehead to the wrinkles around the young victim’s eyes squeezed shut in forced abandon. If anything, nowadays, it was the crispness of the image that hinted it might be fake.
They could have continued arguing all day, but the faint tinkle of a distant bell warned them they had visitors. “Time to go,” Ash said, sliding the bolts in place on the flat door. He’d barely relinquished his hold than a massive blow shook the door.
“Police! Open up!” a metallic voice rang out. The helmets worn by the police not only made them look like robots, but sound like them too. As Ash retreated, a second blow had the door rattling on its hinges. His tablet screeched a warning and a picture of him flashed on the screen. He was depicted throwing a make-shift grenade at the police followed by a scrolling text: ‘wanted terrorist’, with a number to phone. It looked so real - never had he seen such a life-like image of himself. How could you argue with that? What he saw had him frozen.
If it hadn’t been for Ziggie nudging him, he’d still have been glued to the spot when the door finally gave way. As it was, the girl dragged him into a second room and on into a third, where she pushed open the window and was about to clamber out when a shout went up below. Peering down, they saw a squad of helmeted police staring up. “Blast,” she swore. Slamming the window, they spun round and surveyed the room. As a spare room it was rarely used. The sparse furniture offered nowhere to hide…
 

1.
Tegan snapped the book shut and tossed it on her bed where it landed amid her discarded school uniform. She liked a good fantasy novel and the characters were appealing. If she’d been a boy, she’d willingly have adopted the name Ash, although she was pretty sure she’d have been more intrepid. In that she was more like Ziggie, if considerably less reckless. As for the book, she needed more from it than adventure, although it was unfair to judge it on the little she’d read. She was wondering whether she shouldn’t pay a visit to the school library when her phone buzzed. A message from Gaëlle.
Your heroine is on the telly, the girl wrote. Tegan smiled, imagining the words pronounced with Gaëlle’s lilting French accent.
She thanked her friend, and, reaching for her laptop, pulled up the TV app. Wading through a jungle of sub-standard programmes, sure enough, she found Annie Wight on a talk-show. The self-same Anne Wight who looked down at her from a photo pinned to the wall over her bed. Tegan turned up the sound. “…we are not trying to supplant the NHS,” Annie insisted. It was a criticism persistently and erroneously levelled at the woman’s movement. “We work locally,” Annie continued. “If anything, what we do takes some of the burden off an overstretched health service and frees it up to deal with more complex cases. You should be thanking us, not demeaning our work.”
The serious-faced doctor, who sat across the table from Annie, interrupted. “The problem with your ‘work’, as you call it,” his scorn was obvious, “is that it’s administered by untrained, untested individuals who could well do serious harm.”
With a huff, Tegan tapped the screen, pausing the programme. “Bloody fear-mongers!” she muttered, fed up hearing the same old scare tactics. You’d think anyone without a doctor’s diploma unleashed on an ill person was a potential killer. What nonsense. It was as if, by constantly repeating the same ritournelle, they hoped to convince the public they were right and wear their opponents into submission. Such a discussion could go nowhere. Shame. There were so many interesting things to be said about their local healthcare initiative. “Why the hell waste your time on such programmes?” Tegan assailed an unhearing Annie. In her frustration she gesticulated at the paused image in which the young woman’s face was frozen in a frown.
A sharp rap at the door downstairs had Tegan scuttling to the window. From her vantage point concealed behind lace curtains, she peered down. On the doorstep below she made out two uniform hats, one a man, the other a woman, no doubt the police. What on earth did they want? She couldn’t help thinking of Ash and Ziggie, chased as they’d been by the police. Was she to be pursued like them? The police rapped with renewed vigour on the door as Tegan drew back, keeping as still and quiet as possible.
In the ensuing silence, the buzzing of her phone was alarmingly loud. She hastened to bury it under her school blazer and added her skirt for good measure. Not that she could completely smother the sound. The police must surely have heard, but the only pounding that followed was her heart hammering violently in her chest. 
Retrieving her phone from under her clothes, she switched it to silence. Clutching the device in moist fingers, she stood suspended, fearing the police would persist. After what seemed like ages the grandfather clock downstairs cut through the muted rumble of distant traffic, only to be drowned out by renewed knocking.
Terrified, she inched down the stairs, undecided if she should let them in or bolt for it by the back door. She’d donned shoes and a jacket if ever she had to run. It would be just her luck to find reinforcements posted in the yard. Suspended a long moment in the hall, she finally resolved to open the front door and promptly burst out laughing to the indignation of the couple standing there. The two were indeed in uniform, but they were Salvation Army. “Sorry,” she muttered once her fit of laughing subsided. “I thought you were someone else.” She pulled the door shut behind her and pushed past, having no time or patience to debate God’s gifts to man. “Sorry,” she repeated. “Gotta go.”
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She could have sworn the woman muttered, “Rude.” So much for turning the other cheek. Wasn’t that part of their creed? That said, she couldn’t blame the woman, her behaviour had indeed been rude if not a little unhinge. The police come to arrest her! What next? She chuckled. As she turned onto the high street, she imagined Gaëlle rebuking her, “You have far too much imagination, Mademoiselle.” Her English teacher had also warned her about what she called ‘unbridled imagination’. Not that the woman supplied any ready recipes to rein in wild thoughts.
To her surprise, she found Miss Wainthrope, the librarian, locking the door to the school library. “Sorry Tegan,” Wainthrope said. “We’re closed.”
“How come?” Tegan asked. “You’re always open after school.”
Tegan half expected her to say there’d been a funding cut and the school governors had decided it was better to sacrifice library hours than increase the number of pupils in each class. Although she had to admit it was highly unlikely in a brand new building that had cost over fifty million. As it was, Miss Wainthrope confided, “I have a doctor’s appointment.”
“Nothing serious, I hope,” Tegan replied. She liked Miss Wainthrope and would miss her if health forced her to quit.
“Nothing to worry about,” Miss Wainthrope replied, although her pinched expression belied her words. She added, “See you next week,” before striding off down the corridor.
As a second ressort, Tegan opted for the public library. It was quite a walk from her school but it was on her route home. She hadn’t been there in ages. With a well-stocked library in school, it hadn’t been necessary. To her horror, she found the public library padlocked. Judging from the leaves and rubbish accumulated around the entrance, it’d been closed for quite a while. A notice pinned to the door explained that government funding had been cut and the borough council were unable to keep the library open. She wondered how the patron who’d financed the original library, would view such an ignominious closure.
Pressing her face against one of the grimy windows, she peered in. Shelf upon shelf of books lined the walls. At least the books hadn’t been disposed of. Maybe she could help reopen the place. Hadn’t Annie done something similar? It was cited as an example of what could be done. That tiny library had become a hive of local activity. The idea of emulating her heroine pleased her immensely. With that in mind, she was for heading for the council offices but the building was close to the Royal London Hospital, far too far to reach before it closed. 
Pulling her phone from her pocket, she looked up the number and dialled. After a considerable wait, a harassed secretary replied. Following hasty explanations, the woman was adamant. Any plan to save the library had no chance of succeeding. The council were determined to sell the building to property developers. “It might have survived the blitz, but time has taken its toll. The upkeep of such a sprawling building has become too much,” the woman told her. “And then there are the staff wages,” the woman said, her voice catching on the mention of wages. “The Council are desperately strapped for cash.”
It was then something strange happened. As if she’d entered an alternative reality and was privy to a private scene not intended for her. “How could they?” the woman demanded, her voice quavering on the verge of tears. “After nearly ten years.” 
Profoundly embarrassed, Tegan was at a loss what to say. Perplexed, she blurted out, “I don’t understand.”
The woman’s response was brutal, “I’ve been sacked.”
Another victim of slashed budgets. “That’s terrible,” Tegan said, “Is there nothing you can do?”
The woman didn’t bother to answer. She must have realised she was confiding in a complete stranger because she hung up without a goodbye.
Tegan pocketed her phone and promptly swore. It’d started to rain. Luckily the library portico offered some shelter while she wondered where to go. Certainly not home. The place could be dismal when she was there alone, even if she had a good book to read. What’s more, there was nothing to eat till her mother got home and that wouldn’t be for ages. A grim thought crossed her mind. If she were to go to her favourite haunt, would it be closed and padlocked through lack of clients? It wasn’t. On the contrary. Business was brisk and all the tables were taken. Luckily Gaëlle was there, she generally was at that time of day as were many others from her year at school. Tegan managed to squeeze onto the bench between Gaëlle and a girl named Alice.
“Did you know the school library was closed this evening?” Tegan asked, having helped herself to a swig of Gaëlle’s cola. 
“Hey. That’s mine,” Gaëlle objected. “Go buy your own.” That she didn’t react to the library closure was no surprise, the girl was no friend of books. She’d probably never entered a library in her life.
“I heard there’d been some funny business with the librarian,” Alice said in a conspiratorial whisper. 
How the hell did you get from the library being closed one evening to casting doubts on the morals of the librarian? “What ‘funny’ business?” Tegan asked, unable to conceal her irritation. She had no desire to amplify gossip, but she was intrigued to know what absurd rumours were circulating and who was spreading them.
“Not sure,” Alice replied. “Martin told me. He probably read it on social media.”
“What did he say?” Tegan shot back, frustrated that the girl was not more forthcoming. Weren’t people supposed to relish spreading rumours?
Alice ducked her head as if unwilling to say.
“That bad?” Tegan prodded.
“Something about her and a pupil. A boy.”
“What rubbish!” Tegan exclaimed, so loud heads turned to stare. She went to the library on a daily basis and was pretty sure the woman preferred other women and certainly not boys. Tegan knew the signs. Her idol Annie Wight preferred women. A number of her acquaintances did too. “Whoever dreamed that up,” she added, lowering her voice, “was way wide of the mark.”
Alice clearly had no desire to pursue the subject as she promptly asked Gaëlle about homework. A poor tactic as Gaëlle was the last person to ask about work for school. Apparently everyone was asking the wrong questions of the wrong people.
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“… the previous government went on an irresponsable spending spree,” the would-be new Prime minister was saying, his lips curved in disgust. “We just don’t have the wherewithal to squander valuable resources on nice-to-have services.” Yeah, Tegan thought, like libraries. She didn’t catch the rest of his answer because her mother called her into the kitchen to lay the table. When she returned, the man was replying to a question about taxation. “Many people are staggering under the burden of taxes,” he said. From what she knew, Tegan doubted he was worried about the wellbeing of the poor and needy. He was very well off. “If anything, we need to reduce taxation not increase it.”
“But how do you plan to pay for essential services?” the interviewer asked.
“‘Essential’ is the key word,” the man said. “If we are elected, we’re planning an in-depth review of all services financed by the government...”
“Turn that rubbish off,” her mother shouted from the kitchen. She had no time for politics and even less for politicians, “and tell your father we can eat.”
“Dad,” she called up the stairs, “food’s ready.” That he didn’t answer was no surprise. He was probably watching a match on his phone wearing headphones. He often shut himself away to follow a match. It was his way of sparing his wife who was not fond of football. Tegan called again. “Dad.” A distant groan had her vaulting up the stairs two at a time. Knocking on her parents’ bedroom door, she cautiously pushed it open. Her father lay sprawled on the floor at the foot of the bed, his phone still clasped in his hand, the headphones askew on his head, his mouth twisted in a grotesque rictus. “Mum,” Tegan screamed. “Call an ambulance. Dad’s had an attack.”
Rather than phone, her mother bounded up the stairs and flung herself on the floor at her husband’s side sobbing. In the end, it was Tegan who returned downstairs and, in a numbed daze, phoned for an ambulance.
When it finally arrived almost an hour later, Tegan helped her mother into the vehicle. They sat up front because the ambulance staff were busy trying to resuscitate her father. As for her mother, she was falling apart. She continued to moan softly in A&E where they waited side by side. Her father had been whisked off to the operating theatre with an alacrity that contrasted with the earlier wait for the ambulance. Multiple gruesome scenarios flitted through Tegan’s mind as she tried to come to grips with what the future might hold. In an attempt to stave off thoughts of catastrophe, she went in search of a vending machine.
Trudging back to her bench, munching a chocolate bar, she found her mother gone. Worried the woman had wandered off in a state of confused distress, Tegan waylaid a passing nurse, enquiring after her mother. “Are you the daughter of Mr Grant?” the nurse asked, a look of concern on her face. When Tegan nodded, the nurse said, “Come with me.” She led her down a less-used corridor only to stop in front of a door that was slightly ajar. Inside she could hear crying. “I’m so sorry,” the nurse said, “there was nothing we could do. It was already too late when he arrived.”
The news was not a surprise, but it still had Tegan disoriented, unsure what she felt. Of course she loved her Dad. Not that she had much to do with him. When he wasn’t at work or down the pub, he kept to himself. But even in his absence there was a discreet sort of presence. Like the characteristic smell of his soap or the muffled sound of a football commentary. He was there, even if she didn’t see him, except at meal times. Now he was gone. No amount of calling up the stairs would have him trudge down to eat. She expected the thought to call up a tear. She shuddered, but no tear came.
Rather than feel sad or angry or cheated or god knew what, she felt nothing, as if her feelings had been sealed in a box beyond her reach. Had they always been locked away? Or was it just the shock? She stared at the nurse, as if she might have an answer. None was forthcoming. Instead the nurse asked, “Would you like me to call a chaplain?”
“A chaplain?” Tegan asked, as if the word were incomprehensible. Of course, she knew what it meant. But she still couldn’t grasp what she’d need a chaplain for.
“Yes. They accompany people in difficult times. A chaplain will help you and your mother over the loss.”
Her mother. In the shock, Tegan had completely forgotten the woman. “Yes,” she said. “A chaplain would be fine.” Adding as an afterthought. “For my Mum.” Pushing open the door, she found the room shroud in darkness. Someone had closed the blinds. That the windows were shut was evident from the unpleasant smell. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she made out her mother seated on a chair at the bedside, one hand clasping her husband’s, the other pressed against her mouth as if that could stem the tide of grief.
Unwilling to intrude on her mother’s vigil, Tegan moved to the window and opened it just enough to let in some fresh air. The door opened and a man entered, introducing himself, “I’m the chaplain.” He surveyed the scene, before adding, “I’ll take your mother outside for a moment so you can say what you have to to your father.” Tegan wondered if her mother would accept to be separated from her husband, but she followed the chaplain meekly, leaning heavily on his proffered arm.
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Approaching the bed, Tegan shied away from looking at her father’s face twisted in his final agony. She preferred to remember him as he’d been when he was still alive. The chaplain had said ‘talk’, but how could she converse with an unresponsive corpse? Even in life, they rarely talked. “Dad,” she tentatively began, feeling rather foolish. “It may seem odd, but we never really met. Maybe that was how it was meant to be. I know so little about you and you knew next to nothing about me. I’d like to think you’d be proud of me, if you were aware of what I’ve achieved, my success at school, what I plan to do for the library…” 
It seemed wrong talking about future plans to someone who had only a past. To be honest, had he lived, she doubted he’d have shown much interest. Her role in his life had been secondary. At least he’d left her free to live. Not all parents did that. For that she was grateful. Turning to face him, holding out her hand as if offering to shake his, she introduced herself, “My name’s Tegan. I’m a seventeen year old schoolgirl and I live in East London. Who are you?”
As no reply was forthcoming, she lowered her hand, saying, “Bye Dad.” Turning her back on him, she headed for the door. 
“Goodbye Tegan.” The voice was familiar, but never had she heard such tenderness and affection. It wrenched at her heart. If only he’d spoken like that sooner. She spun round, expecting to see her father miraculously resuscitated, only to find a cold corpse, silent and unmoving.
Shaken by that tender voice, she gripped the doorframe trying desperately to recuperate. In the corridor she found the chaplain and her mother locked in tense silence. “Are you alright?” the chaplain asked, no doubt alarmed by her paleness.  She nodded, not trusting words. “I’d like to speak to you,” he said. “Let me just help your mother return to her husband’s bedside.”
“I’m worried,” were the chaplain’s first words. 
Tegan shot him a questioning look. Was he not supposed to reassure them? Not get worried himself. “Worried?” she asked.
“About your mother. Your father’s death has hit her hard. I’m not a psychiatrist, but I fear she won’t be able to cope. You are far too young to take on the burden of nursing your mother. It’s not my job to decide, but I reckon she’d be better off in a nursing home.”
Tegan nodded. It looked like she was saying goodbye to both parents.
“How about you?” the chaplain asked. “You look quite shaken. Will you be alright? I know of a good foyer for girls not far from your home.”
Tegan had no intention of resorting to such an institution, but out of politeness she asked for the address, “If ever,” she said.
“Of course, there’ll be formalities,” he said, staring off into the distance. “I imagine you’ll get an allowance. That should help with any expenses you might incur…”
“Excuse me,” she said, as she turned to go. Paperwork was the last thing she wanted to discuss. “I desperately need to clear my head. If anyone wants to contact me, they can do so via my parents’ address.”
Tegan paused a moment on the threshold of the hospital and let out a deep sigh, her father’s parting words still ringing in her ears. She turned down a road after the hospital, meaning to head for Shadwell from where she could catch the DLR. She glanced at her watch. Just past eight. She had time. Raucous laughter caused her to look up in alarm. Sprawling on the pavement or leaning against the wall in front of a cafe, a group of men siphoned beer from canisters while leering at her. 
In a split second she went from invincible to vulnerable. What had she been thinking? Walking home alone at night. A young schoolgirl. After all the warnings they’d received at school. Fear gripped her and she was sorely tempted to run, but she held her ground. One of the older men staggered to his feet and swayed unsteadily towards her, gesticulating with his empty beer can. “Give us a kiss lovely,” he slurred, puckering his mouth in anticipation.
Tegan clenched her fists and drew herself up to her full height. “How dare you mess with me?” she spat, her voice surprisingly fierce. It certainly had the man startled. Her too. “My father just died,” she shot at him, nodding in the direction of the hospital. “Have some respect for those in mourning.” With which she turned and marched off down the street leaving the men staring after her in astonishment.
She walked more than halfway down Cavell Street in a daze before realising what she was doing. As a largely residential area with no restaurants or pubs to attract loafers, she had much of the street to herself and made it all the way to the main road without mishap. Crossing into the deserted market on the far side she regretted no fruit and veg stalls remained open. She was getting hungry. To make things worse, all the shops that lined the market on either side were shut, including the Wimpey’s.
Tegan was resigning herself to travelling all the way home on an empty stomach when she found the fish and chicken shop stubbornly open. Greasy fish was not her favorite, but you couldn’t be choosy when you had little money and were ravishingly hungry.
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Stepping into the hall of their house, Tegan was hit by a flood of memories that no amount of numbness could shield her from. For all his masquerading as a semi-recluse, her father was present in every nook of the house. Worst of all, as she climbed the stairs to her room, she was assailed by a gruesome memory of his body sprawled at the foot of the bed. She felt her stomach churning as she dashed past her parents’ half-open door and dived into the bathroom where she threw up. Wiping her mouth clean, she cursed the greasy fish, the thought of which almost had her retching again.
In her room, she sat on the edge of her bed struggling to pull herself together. She couldn’t stay there. The place was suffocating. She stared at the picture of Annie Wight beaming at her. That smile seemed so out of place. What would Annie have done? Had not her heroine left home at her age? She, at least, had people to turn to. Tegan couldn’t imagine confiding in Gaëlle or any of her other classmates.
A plan formed in her mind. Step one. Find a safe place to stay. Step two. Gather allies. That she had no idea how to do either was a problem she was happy to set aside for later. Pulling a backpack from the depths of her wardrobe, she began filling it with a change of clothes, clean pyjamas, a bag of toiletries, her iPad, a torch and anything else she might need in the next few days. She hesitated over the book about Ash and Ziggie which lay on her bed where she’d tossed it. Yes. Despite her hesitations, she still wanted to know what happened. Finally she took down the picture of Annie, slid it between the pages of the book and placed her treasure on top of the pile in the backpack.
Downstairs in the kitchen, she added several packets of dried fruit and nuts to her pack and a couple of apples. It was then she thought of money. She’d taken the little she had in savings, but that wouldn’t go far. Somewhere in the kitchen her mother stashed her purse. Feeling like a thief, Tegan pulled out drawers, till she finally found what she was looking for. A black, fake-leather purse. Her mother had shoved it to the very back, part concealed by a stack of papers. Opening it, she found a considerable sum inside. Of course. Tomorrow was Saturday and her mother would have done the shopping for the week. She pocketed the lot, telling herself not to worry. There was surely more where that came from. And, anyway, she’d pay it back if ever she got an allowance.
Tegan chose to leave by the back gate, instinctively suspecting neighbours might blab if they saw her sneaking out with a heavy backpack. She hadn’t the slightest idea where to go, but where ever it was it had to be inconspicuous. Having wandered blindly along several streets, her head down still feeling like a thief, she looked up to discover she stood in front of the portico to the abandoned library. For all its run-down appearance, the building was inviting. 
The sturdy padlock on the front door was deterrent enough, but, making her way around the side, she found a small door that she was able to force without causing too much damage. It led to a hallway at the foot of stairs leading up into darkness. She shuddered. Preferring to stick to the ground floor, she stepped into the lending section with its row upon row of books. Running her fingers along the spines, she imagined each greeting her in a cacophony of disparate voices. An odd feeling of rightness engulfed her. 
As she moved further from the street, shadows thickened till she had to feel her way in near darkness. Despite the potentially sinister nature of her situation, she felt in no way threatened. At the very back was a small room with a table in its centre flanked by chairs. Next to it was a bathroom and toilets.
That couldn’t be everything. She remembered the place much bigger. Sure enough down a short corridor she reached the reading room with a bevy of low tables just begging to be used. Then there was the stock of newspapers and magazines next door. She could not envisage visiting a library to read the news, but she knew people did.
Returning to the lending room, she realised she’d been foolishly imagining spending the night in a room full of books. There was no way she’d be able to sleep despite the strangely soothing atmosphere. Disappointed, she was about to leave when she remembered the stairway. Extracting the torch from her bag, she ventured a step at a time up the creaking stairs. For all her misgivings about dangerous prowlers, silence greeted her as she stepped out onto the landing. The doors were labelled. Storeroom. Archive. Magazines. Guest. But it was the one saying: Caretaker, that caught her attention.
The door was locked but a key hung from a nail high on the wall. Retrieving it, she opened the door and stepped inside. The air was stale and dust-ridden with insistant memories of cigarette smoke. There was a kitchen, a small dining room, a bedroom and a bathroom. She tried a tap. Water was still running. Electricity too for the cooker. For all its promising facilities, she felt repelled, physically. It wasn’t just the grime but some lingering unfriendliness abandoned by its last user.
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On the off chance it might be better, she tried the guest room. To her surprise, it wasn’t a room, but a suite that mirrored the caretaker’s flat. Strikingly clean, it gave off none of the antipathy of the other lodgings. Opening a cupboard, she found neatly folded sheets and blankets clean and ready to use. In another she found towels and toiletries. The bed itself was protected by a dust cover as were two armchairs. The kitchen was spotless and the cups and plates neatly arranged. The fridge was empty but its light came on when she opened the door. A small table in a corner could sit two.
For all the apparent frugality, the tiny living room was welcoming with its low table between two armchairs. Light from the street lamps streamed between half-drawn curtains adding an unreal orange cast to the room. On the table sat a solitary book, placed as if it were intended to catch her attention. It did. Intrigued, she dumped her backpack, sat in one of the armchairs and picked up the book. Opening it at random, Tegan began to read… 
At first she thought she must have fallen asleep because her watch told her several hours had passed and the hum of traffic outside had died down. But how could she have slept when she’d read over a hundred pages? Not that she could recall much. The book was about the history of the Isle of Dogs. At least, she thought it was. But struggle as she would, she couldn’t remember what she’d read, just images of buildings and snatches of history. That said, she felt inhabited by the book rather like when the atmosphere of gripping fiction lingered long after the novel was closed. She might have lived in Cubbit Town most of her life, but this was the first time she felt a bond to the place.
Being perplexed was all very well, but she had to sleep. Tomorrow would surely bring other challenges. Fetching sheets and blankets from the cupboard, she made up the bed and went to wash her face and brush her teeth. Staring at her image in the mirror, she recalled her outburst in the street. It was as if that determination was now etched indelibly in her features. If she’d been one for sweeping generalisations, she’d have said that, in that moment, she’d crossed the line from child to adult.
Having locked the flat door and wedged a chair from the kitchen against it, she climbed into bed and pulled the clean sheets up around herself. She’d been tempted to place the book next to her bed. If ever she couldn’t sleep. She needn’t have bothered, she fell asleep immediately and slept through the whole night. She awoke feeling refreshed. Having showered, she went out in search of breakfast. Bacon and eggs was not her usual breakfast fare, but she couldn’t resist splashing out on her first day of freedom.
With her iPad in front of her she tuned in to the public WiFi still active in the library and watched the news. A politician, probably the same one she’d seen yesterday - they all looked alike - was spouting on about cutting back on public spending. No mention was made of where cuts would be made or the impact on people. “The previous government drove debt to such a level it’s intolerable,” he insisted. Confronted with a flood of figures and percentages, Tegan was tempted to mentally disconnect. She could hear her mother shouting, ‘Turn that rubbish off.’
For once she didn’t switch off. Instead she forced herself to listen, struggling not to drift off, hypnotised by the unabated flow of figures. She wondered where he got the numbers and if they were reliable. Who was to say they weren’t concocted to justify his arguments? But how was she to know? Especially with so many, it was like a giant wave that swept you away. Mopping up the last of the egg with a chunk of bread she put an end to the man’s drivel.
Having cleared away her feast, she moved into the living room, meaning to plan her day. The first thing she noticed was the book. She could have sworn it was much bigger. It was barely the size of one of those notebooks that snuggly fit in your pocket. What’s more, the cover was red, whereas the one she’d read yesterday had been blue. Apart from the short time she’d gone shopping, she’d never left the flat. No one could have swopped books. She must have been mistaken.
Staring at the book, she felt an inexplicable reluctance to touch it. It repelled her as much as she was drawn to it, terrified at what it might do to her, but fascinated by what she might learn. Finally giving in, she flopped into an armchair and, picking up the book, flipped it open to the first page. It was indeed a notebook and the text was neatly handwritten. Economics. Now there was a subject she’d never been tempted to explore. By the time she reached the end of the first page, things were a good deal clearer. She read on, avid to know more, completely forgetting any plans to go out.
Finishing the last page, she closed the book. “Extraordinary,” she exclaimed in wonder. “Who would have thought?” She set the little red book down on the low table and went in search of tea.
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Her phone said 11 o’clock. Time to get out. Donning her coat, she glanced in on the little table with its book. It had changed yet again. The slim notebook had been replaced by a mammouth tome bound in leather. She groaned. For all her pleasure at reading, if she were forced to read that, it would take weeks. Not now though. Fresh air was what she needed. She hurried down the stairs before the book could suck her in and slipped out the side entrance, making sure no one was around.
On a whim, she decided to take the DLR north to Landon Park. That was where Annie had gone to school. A bit like a pilgrimage, going there might rub off positively rather like a charm or talisman. From the school, she would head to Chrisp Street Market. The thought of milling in a crowd after solitary confinement in the library appealed to her. 
Seated on the train, she pondered the choice of books she was being force-fed. She’d had a local history book followed by a beginner’s guide to economics. If it had been up to her, she wouldn’t have chosen either. Although, she had to admit she’d enjoyed reading both and found them enriching.
Alighting at Landon Park, she stood in the shadow of the giant statue erected there and studied Annie’s school. A few years ago her school would have resembled this one. A sprawling red-brick building. Now her school had been transformed into a maize of brightly coloured corridors and generously equipped classrooms and laboratories. For her, it was the library that crowned it all with its open spaces and shelf upon shelf of books, although some might find it too big and impersonal. Maybe that was why she preferred her current library. It was more homely, more welcoming, especially if you chose to bunk down in it.
“You come to apply for the sixth form?” The question startled Tegan. She hadn’t even noticed the girl arrive. Turning to face her, Tegan was confronted with a tall Indian girl dressed in colourful clothes. Not a sari. But inspired by one. 
Tegan shook her head. “No. Just trying to imagine what it might be like to go there. Mine is much more modern.”
The girl looked perplexed. “If you’re not coming, why bother?”
“Someone I admire went there,” Tegan replied.
The girl grinned. “That must be Annie Wight.”
“You know her?” Tegan asked, unable to conceal her enthusiasm.
The girl nodded, equally enthusiastic. “I’m part of a local group she set up. I’m going there now. Wanna tag along?”
“Sure,” Tegan replied. It was an offer she couldn’t refuse. Maybe she’d bump into Annie. “I’m Tegan, by the way.”
“Esha,” the girl said, offering to hug Tegan who drew back, unaccustomed to such physical intimacy. “I’m not going to bite,” Esha insisted, a wry smile on her lips.
“I have no brothers and sisters,” Tegan said by way of an embarrassed explanation. “And my parents were not very affectionate.”
“Were?” Esha asked, picking up on the tense.
“My father died” - Tegan didn’t want to go into details - “and my mother’s in a nursing home.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Shall we go?’ Tegan asked, changing the subject.
“It’s near Crisp Street Market,” Esha said.
Tegan burst out laughing at which the girl looked offended. “It’s not you,” Tegan hastened to explain. “It’s the coincidence. I was planning to visit the Market before I met you.”
Esha led them over the rail bridge and down on to Chrisp Street. Tegan was astonished at the new buildings that lined the road. Rather like her own part of town, apparently it was the turn of this area to be renovated. “Can people who used to live in the old houses afford to live here?”
“Not all of them, but the borough has made an effort to provide affordable housing,” Esha said. “It’s not only building that’s taken off. Many things have changed. Much of what Annie launched, the interviews, the local health group, the groups of young people, now exist. Determined to contribute, we had to find a new angle. It’s easy enough following the lead of a successful person, but dreaming up something new is challenging.”
When Esha said no more, Tegan wondered if they’d failed to find a suitable task. “So?” she prodded. “You’re not going to tell me you meet just for tea and biscuits.”
Esha spluttered. “That’s a good one. The politics of soggy biscuits. No. We found something all right, but it’s proving more challenging than we imagined. Do you know anything about AI?”
“Not much. Isn’t that rather abstract?” She shuddered, hoping the giant book awaiting her back at the library wasn’t a treatise on artificial intelligence.
Esha grimaced. “It does seem so, doesn’t it? In reality it affects almost everything we do. There are so many facets, you could lose yourself. From our point of view, we try to limit ourselves to safeguarding truth and reality in the public sphere.”
Her words had Tegan thinking of Ash and Ziggie. Their world was awash with fake news and trumped up realities, so much so, the running of society was nigh on impossible. “You say you ‘limit’ your choice, but that’s a mammouth task,” she exclaimed. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”
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“Like most of our work, we concentrate on local activities. We try to expose falsehood and fake news as it occurs. Some of us walk the streets, keeping an eye on ads, posters, graffiti, tags. Others scan newspapers and media outlets. But, given the forthcoming elections, most of our work is currently at political rallies and meetings.”
“But what do you do if you uncover false claims or fake reality?”
“Our main thrust is awareness. If people can spot distortions of truth, they can ward against them.” She pointed to a poster plastered on a wall across the road. It was the same politician she’d seen on television, his ape-like grin easy to spot. The slogan read, Don’t let the government waste any more of your money. “What’s wrong with that?” Esha asked.
“The word ‘waste’,” Tegan said. “It’s a value judgement. They might think funding libraries is a waste, whereas it could be argued it’s essential.”
“Exactly. ‘Waste’ is a negative word. If you don’t say who or what or how much, it cannot be refuted, but the word still leaves a bad taste to all it’s associated with. Its impact is insidious and difficult to counter.” She drew a large felt pen from her pocket and, crossing the road, scored a circle around the word waste, adding: Is child care a waste? Are libraries a waste? Is dental care a waste? Is mental health care a waste?
“If it’d have been me,” Tegan said, frankly annoyed at the man, “I’d have defaced his ugly mug.”
“We don’t go in for that. It would be counterproductive. We’re not attacking the person, but the falsehoods he’s spreading.”
“Of course, there’s a limit to what you can express on a poster,” Tegan pointed out. “If you challenge the word ‘waste’, they’re likely to reply there’s no money…”
“True,” Esha replied. “On this level, all you can hope for is to raise questions.”
Their meeting venue was a room over a disused shop not far from Chrisp Street Market. Only two girls were present. Angie, a mousy-haired girl Esha’s age who went to Landon Park school but clearly didn’t come from London, judging by her strong Scot’s accent. The other girl served on one of the market stalls selling fruit and veg. Her name was Hannah. Tough and brawny, Tegan could imagine her labouring on her parents’ farm. She gifted them a large carton of strawberries. “Sales were not so good today,” she bemoaned, inviting them to tuck in. Tegan wondered if her wages depended on the take.
Apparently meetings consisted mainly of listing lies or untruths they’d uncovered and discussing how they’d dealt with them.
“You can’t simply oppose a statement,” Angie explained, talking about a meeting she’d attended with Hannah. “People are wary. What do you expect? Politicians are constantly denying what their opponents say. Countering your enemy frontally requires a great deal of effort and rarely works. Better to use the momentum of the other to overcome him.”
“How would you do that?” Tegan asked, perplexed.
“Raise a question, seek clarification, ask for a definition. Bring them to flesh out the unspoken details. Of course, they’ll resist. They probably don’t have answers. Even if they did, giving them would reveal they’d been cheating.”
“So you embarrass them?” Tegan concluded, wondering what good that could do.
“Yes. Create chinks in their certainty, ruffle their self-assurance. Make the audience doubt.”
“Doubt cuts both ways,” Tegan commented. “You don’t want to encourage people to doubt reality.”
“True,” Esha said, thoughtful. Tegan felt a little guilty at catching them at their own game, although doubt didn’t seem to dampen their enthusiasm. 
“We handle attempts to cast doubt on reality the same way,” Angie said, “by questioning their assertions, by pointing to flaws in their assumptions.”
They went on to talk about plans for a meeting they wanted to attend that afternoon. It was with a local candidate standing in the forthcoming election. When Esha asked Tegan if she wanted to go, she agreed. The meeting was at five, leaving the two plenty of time for a snack and a chance to get to know each other.
The few cafes around the market square closed early. The only place open was a pub that didn’t appeal to them. So they headed to the next stop on the DLR, found a place selling pizzas and bought one between them. Finding a bench in All Saints’ churchyard, they sat and munched on a chewy pizza talking about their respective schools.
“So you plan to go to university?” Tegan asked.
“If I can afford it,” Esha replied. “University has become a haunt for the moneyed classes or a place for people like me to run up debts. How about you?”
“Results at school have been consistently good, but I never really dreamt of going to university. Mainly because I want to write and I don’t think university is the best place to learn. Anyway, with my father gone and my mother unable to cope, I can’t look to them for financial support.”
“So you live on your own?” Esha asked. “That must be hard. How do you cope?”
Tegan paused, wondering how much to say. She glanced at Esha who returned her look with genuine concern. “It’s all very recent.” She didn’t need sympathy, but she’d have liked to have a friend in whom to confide. “My father died yesterday evening,” she admitted, causing Esha to gasp. “A heart attack. We went with him to the hospital. But it was too late. The ambulance took far too long. My mother broke down and was unable to fend for herself so they placed her in a nursing home.”
“That’s terrible. You must feel completely lost.”
Tegan thought about it. Did she feel lost? No. “On the contrary,” she replied. “In some ways, I feel liberated. That must sound awful, but I was never very close to my father. He had little time for my mother and I. As for my mother, catering for my father and I was a chore she’d have gladly been rid of.”
Esha glanced at her phone. “We should go if we want to be there on time.”
 

9.
“Welcome to my school,” Tegan said, showing Esha into the Green Room where the meeting was to be held. She wondered if she’d encounter people she knew, but apparently such political events didn’t appeal to her classmates, nor her teachers either. It was then she spotted Gaëlle who waved. Her friend gave Esha the once-over in a none too friendly way while Tegan did the introductions. “You attending the meeting?” she asked.
“Good Lord no! I came to fetch homework I’d forgotten.” Gaëlle glanced around. “Don’t tell me you go in for this political lark.”
“Well,” Esha said, her tone none too friendly either. “It was nice meeting you, but we have work to do.”
Duly snubbed, Gaëlle raised her eyebrows pointedly at Tegan, as if to say ‘Where did you stumble on this one?’ and stalked off.
“Don’t pay any attention to her,” Tegan said. “She can be rather special.”
“You should change schools,” Esha commented. “Our lot are mostly polite.” Tegan was about to reply, but the organisers were calling the meeting to order.
“We should sit at the back,” Esha whispered. “It’s less conspicuous.”
Conspicuous? How could they be otherwise if they challenged the orator? Especially as they already stood out as the only young people in a sea of earnest, older faces. Tegan toyed with the idea that next time they should come disguised and had to smile at the ridiculous idea.
She marvelled at the coincidence that the meeting had been planned in her school. For the second time that day synchronicity had struck. One more time and she’d start imagining someone was messing with her life. Not that she believed in plotting political forces, delving with invisible hands into people’s lives. But she couldn’t help recalling the machinations of the police in Ash and Ziggie’s world aided and abetted by all-powerful media.
The orator was indeed the man she’d seen on television. In his grey suit and blue tie, he was no more inspiring in reality. Tegan had some difficulty not falling asleep listening to him. She vaguely wondered if there were public speaking courses for politicians. Surely. He certainly could do with one. Esha, however, seemed captivated as she scribbled fervently in a notebook. “When do we ask questions?” Tegan whispered.
“Question time,” Esha whispered back.
Not unsurprisingly, when it came time for questions, no hands went up. Everyone had been lulled to sleep by the soporific, figure-laden talk. Not wishing to appear over enthusiastic, Esha waited a while before raising a hand. The man seemed relieved to have at least one question. “You said you plan to cut back on expenditure,” Esta began. “Which services are you going to cut back on.”
“Spending is way too high…” the man began.
“I grasp why you wish to reduce spending,” Esha interrupted, much to the man’s irritation. “My question concerns those areas you plan to save money on.”
“You will understand I can’t go into the finer details here. It would be too complicated.”
“I’m sure everyone gathered here is quite capable of understanding the implications of cuts in child care or mental health care or local transport.”
“Sorry about this. There are always troublemakers at every meeting,” the man said, addressing the other people present.
Tegan got to her feet. “In what way are we troublemakers for asking legitimate questions?” Several members of the audience nodded their approval. Encouraged, Tegan continued, “The key question here is why you are unwilling to tell us which services you plan to cut? The answer to that question concerns everyone. Far more than the numbers of boats crossing the channel you seem to find so important.”
Two blokes with the bodies of bouncers were edging their way towards Tegan and her friend. “We should go,” Esha whispered, tugging on Tegan’s hand. She refused to be cowered. “Is this how you answer difficult questions?” Tegan asked, pointing to the two men. “With brute force? Surely that won’t look good. Imagine the headlines in tomorrow’s papers. Politician sets attack dogs on schoolgirls. This is my school. You are just a paying guest. You want our votes? Then answer our questions.” Just in case he’d forgotten what the question was, she repeated it. “Which services do you plan to cut?”
“This is a democracy,” the politician shot back. “I’m not going to let a couple of schoolgirls monopolise the discussion.” He turned to the others present. “I’m sure there must be other questions.”
A man in his early forties raised a hand. Tegan suppressed a groan. It would seem the orator had found a way to wriggle out of the trap they’d set. “I too want to know the answer to the girl’s question,” the man asked, much to Tegan’s surprise. “So do I,” an older woman sitting next to him added. “Those of us with low incomes depend on the services you may well be cutting. Of course we have a right to know.”
Despite the consensus, the politician still managed to avoid answering. He wrapped up the meeting shortly afterwards. It was then a voice behind her startled Tegan. “If I were you, I’d avoid attending these meetings in the future,” a man said. Spinning round, she found herself face to face with one of the bouncers. 
“What are you going to do, bully?” Tegan asked. “Hit me?” The man raised his fist as if that was exactly what he planned.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a woman said. It was Miss Wainthrope, the librarian, who promptly snapped several shots of the thug with his fist poised to punch. 
“Give me that, lady,” the thug said, gesturing to the phone.
Linking arms with Tegan and Esha, Miss Wainthrope led them away saying, “Don’t worry about those two. The school security guards will take care of them.” Apparently intimidating schoolgirls didn’t daunt them, but confronting security guards was more than they were paid for. 
“I don’t trust those two,” the librarian said, once they were out of earshot. “I should call your parents so they can come and fetch you.”
Tegan winced. “That’s going to be a little difficult,” she replied. “My parents are not available at the moment.” Esha shot her a pained look which Tegan hoped the woman hadn’t noticed. Luckily Miss Wainthrope was busy unlocking the library door. She ushered them inside, indicating they should take a seat. In the mean time, Esha’s worried expression had been replaced by interest in the many shelves of books.
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“What exactly were you two trying to achieve?” Wainthrope asked.
Esha glanced at Tegan, as if questioning whether the librarian could be trusted. Tegan nodded. “Our task is to uncover untruths,” Esha said.
“More like kicking a hornet’s nest,” Wainthrope shot back with a grim smile. “If I were you, I’d invest in a bullet proof vest and pay a couple of bodyguards night and day.”
“Surely not,” Esta replied, sounding shaken by the warning.
“Miss Wainthrope has a strange sense of humour,” Tegan warned her friend.
“For once I’m not joking,” the woman said. “What you’re doing is extremely dangerous.” 
“How would you do it?” Esha asked.
“I wouldn’t,” Wainthrope replied categorically. “It’s too risky. Leave it to the big guys like the BBC. They have lawyers and bodyguards and relatively deep pockets.
Esha shook her head. “We may not have found the answer, but I’m convinced we’re right to take up the battle for truth. We can’t leave it solely to large organisations. If Annie Wight had thought that, she would’ve left healthcare to the National Health Service, instead she launched a very successful and much needed local health movement.”
“I can see you’re set on pursuing your adventure,” Wainthrope said with a sigh. “At least consider taking measures to limit the risks.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to go. Are you two going to be all right?” Pulling her keys from her pocket, she
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