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Prologue: Previously
There is a white plastic box screwed to the wall of the back porch at North Auchentee Farmhouse, about four feet up, behind the coats, and on the front of it are four small lights. Three of them are green. The fourth is green when the world is behaving and red when it is not, and when it is red the internet does not work. If you have read the first book you know all about that box, and you may skip to the part where somebody tells me my fault is stuck. If you have not, this is what you need, and it is shorter than it was.
The box is an Optical Network Terminal. A strand of glass comes to it from a cabinet at the crossroads, which is fed from a pole in a field, which is fed from an exchange eleven miles away in Turriff. The red lamp is labelled LOS, for Loss of Signal, and it means the light has stopped arriving. Nothing inside my house can cause that. The light comes in from outside; my router, my laptop and I are all downstream of it. Asking whether the router caused the red lamp is like asking whether the puddle caused the rain. I have explained this to BT perhaps forty times. I was offered a router reset on most of those occasions.
From June 2025 to June 2026 the lamp went red, over and over, and then went green again, which is what an intermittent fault does. Each time I reported it, somebody tested the line at a moment when it happened to be working, found that it was working, and closed the fault. Once it was closed overnight by a piece of software that signs its own notes. Three times it was closed with the words You have told us that your fault was fixed, which I had not told anybody. I kept a spreadsheet. I wrote a small program that asked BT’s own published fault feed about my line every five minutes, and it asked sixty-four thousand five hundred and nineteen times. I photographed the red lamp seven times.
On the sixteenth of June 2026 an Openreach engineer stood in my yard with a meter and read minus twenty-nine decibels at the box, which is a fault by anybody’s standard, and said so. On the seventeenth, at seventeen minutes past three, BT emailed me to say that my line was performing beyond expectations. On the twenty-third, two more engineers found a damaged length of fibre, affecting at least fourteen households, and moved me onto another strand of glass. The reading came back at minus eighteen point six. The line worked. For the first time in a year, it simply worked, and I took that number to the Communications Ombudsman as the benchmark for what my line ought to look like, in a complaint of forty pages about the twelve months before it.
That was the first fault. It was, in the end, a crack in a piece of glass that nobody would look for, because every test said there was nothing to find.
The second fault began on the twenty-second of July 2026, at ten to seven in the evening, when a car left the road at the crossroads and took out the pole, and the pole took the cabinet with it, and about a third of the parish went dark. I do not blame BT for the car, and I said so in the first book, and I still mean it. It is the last thing I do not blame them for.
What followed was a fortnight in which the repair date moved seven times, a fault record was closed thirty-six minutes after it appeared, I drove to the site and found nobody working on anything, and the complaint was handed to a woman in Executive Complaints I have called Marion Kelso, who was polite, reachable and powerless, in roughly equal measure. Service came back to most of the parish on the thirtieth of July. It did not properly come back to me.
On the second of August the box began flashing a different light, PON, which means that the box and the exchange can no longer agree about who it is. That is also a fault in the glass. I could not report it. A major service outage was still open on my line, from the car, and an open outage suppresses individual faults, so as far as the system was concerned my new fault could not exist until the old one had finished. The old one finished on the fourth. On the fifth, three members of BT staff told me that Openreach reported no issues with my line or in my area, and on the sixth an Openreach engineer was kneeling on a mat at the cabinet at the crossroads, fixing issues, in my area. Somebody raised a fault on my line at six o’clock on the evening of the fifth, under a reference I was not allowed to have, and from then on no engineer could be booked, because that fault had to clear first.
I was told the automatic compensation I was owed would be paid when the fault was closed, and that the fault would be closed when the repair was confirmed, and that nobody could tell me when that would be. On the eleventh of August I found that my complaint about all of it had been closed too, with nothing repaired and nobody mentioning it. By then I had six live reference numbers for one piece of broken glass.
The first book ends on that afternoon, the eleventh of August, a Tuesday, with the kettle on and the telephone about to ring at four o’clock, because Marion Kelso had said she would ring at four.
This book begins with what she said.
I should warn anybody arriving here fresh that it goes on for a while. It includes an engineer with a meter, a wrong part at an exchange, a public holiday in England, a traffic order nobody applied for, a decision by an independent adjudicator, an appeal, a man in Kent who shares my name, a refusal to tell me who holds my own personal data, and an offer of fifty pounds in recognition of my loyalty. It does not include an ending, because at the time of writing there has not been one. It is called Original Decision Maintained, which gives away a good deal of the plot. I did not choose that. It was chosen for me.
My wife, who has read none of this and has told me she does not intend to, asked me what the second book was about.
“The same as the first one,” I said, “but with a car.”
She considered that. “And the Ombudsman.”
“And the Ombudsman.”
“And that woman.”
“She’s not in it as much. It’s mostly a record.”
“A record of what?”
I said that was a very good question, and that it was, as it happened, the question the whole book was about, and that nobody at BT had been able to answer it either. She went back through to the kitchen, where the tea was. It was four o’clock.
The phone rang.
Part One: Stuck
11 to 22 August 2026
A fault record clearing is an administrative event. It is not a repair.
Chapter 1: The Fault That Is Stuck
“The fault’s stuck.”
“Stuck how?”
“It’s just stuck. It won’t clear.”
“What unsticks it?”
“There’s a team.”
“What are they called?”
“I don’t have that.”
That was the eleventh of August, and I laughed out loud on the telephone, which was not fair to the person on the other end of it, who had done nothing to deserve it except read me a screen. I laughed because I had spent the best part of a week failing to get a fault raised, and had finally got one raised, and the fault that could not be raised had now become the fault that could not be cleared, and the reason no engineer could be sent to my house was that a record somewhere was in a state that nobody I was allowed to speak to could get it out of.
The position as of the eleventh of August 2026 deserves to be laid out formally, like a chess problem, because on the board it is not complicated at all.
On the second of August my ONT started flashing PON, and between the second and the eleventh I could not get a fault raised, because a major service outage was open on my line and an open outage suppresses individual faults. That outage was closed on the fourth of August. On the fifth of August, at eighteen hundred hours, a fault was raised, and I do not know by whom or under what reference, because BT would not tell me. From the moment it was raised, no engineer could be booked, because that fault had to clear first. On the seventh of August, Marion Kelso told me she intended to ask for a patch manager to attend once the fault cleared. On the eleventh of August the fault had not cleared, and was, in the word used to me, stuck, and it might take a further five working days to clear it manually, which would be around the eighteenth.
So I could not have an engineer because a fault was open, I could not have that fault closed because it was stuck, and unsticking it required a manual process with a queue five working days long, while the underlying physical problem, which was a botched cabinet repair two kilometres away in a hedge at a crossroads, sat there throughout, untouched, unmeasured and unattended, because nothing physical could be arranged in the world while a record was in the wrong state in a database.
That is worth naming properly, because it is the fourth time it has happened in this story, and by the fourth occurrence it stops being bad luck and starts being the design.
BT gates physical action behind the state of a record.
Not sometimes. Structurally. On every occasion in this story when I needed something to happen in the world, the thing standing between me and it was not resource, not weather, not distance, not cost, not Openreach’s workstack, and not any shortage of men who knew what they were doing. It was a record in a state.
The fault could not be raised, because an MSO was open.
The engineer could not be booked, because a fault was open.
The fault could not be closed, because it was stuck.
The compensation could not be paid, because the fault was not closed.
The complaint could not be raised, because a complaint was open.
The final position letter could not be sent, because the case was closed.
Every single one of those is a state machine problem, and not one of them is a problem about fibre. The remarkable thing about state machine problems is how completely invisible they are to the people living inside them, because from in there the state is simply how things are. Nobody at BT experiences the outage suppression rule as an obstacle. It is not an obstacle to them. It is the environment, like gravity, or the weather, or Wednesday.
I made a suggestion on the eleventh of August which I think is the single most reasonable thing I said in fourteen months, and it deserves a paragraph on its own for what happened to it afterwards.
I said: if you can take an ONT light level reading remotely, that would settle whether the problem is on the fibre, without needing anybody on site.
I gave them the thresholds, because I had them to hand and because by then I had stopped assuming that anybody at the other end would. Around minus eighteen means the light is fine and the fault is not the fibre. Minus twenty to minus twenty-nine means the light is out of tolerance and the fibre is the problem. I gave them my own history: minus twenty-nine before the June work, minus nineteen after it. I pointed out that a remote reading costs nothing, requires no appointment, involves no engineer, no van and no morning of my time, and, best of all, is not blocked by the stuck fault, because reading a number off a piece of equipment is not a dispatch action. Five minutes of somebody’s afternoon would either eliminate the fibre entirely or prove it in one number.
It was not done.
It was not refused either. Nobody said no, nobody argued with the thresholds, nobody explained why it could not be done. It simply did not happen, in the way that things do not happen, and by the time I asked about it again the conversation had moved on to the patch manager and the five working days, which had by then acquired the settled, weathered quality of a local landmark.
Ten days later an engineer stood in my yard, put a meter on the ONT and read out minus twenty-three point eight decibels, which is out of tolerance, which means the fibre, which is what I had suggested checking on the eleventh. Ten days, three engineer-free options ignored, one five-minute query never run.
I also mentioned, on that call, that my neighbour was still having problems and appeared to be worse affected than I was. That went into free text, presumably, along with everything else that has ever been said to anybody about this line.
And then I began to formulate the theory that would turn out, three weeks later, to be at least partly right, and which I was at that point gripping a great deal harder than the evidence justified. The reasoning went like this. The year-long fault was intermittent and generally presented as a red LOS light, and it had been resolved by moving me from fibre 67 to fibre 69. The current fault was also intermittent, and presented as a flashing PON light. Now, a flashing PON light narrows things down without settling them: it means the ONT is not on the network, and there are two reasons that happens, either the light path is damaged, or the light path is fine and the exchange is declining to authorise the ONT. Both of those live outside the house. Only one of them is about authentication.
I knew that. I had written it down, in my own hand, in a notebook, in a sentence I could have read back at myself at any point. And for three weeks I thought about authentication and very little else, because authentication was my theory, and a man who has built a theory would very much rather test it than lose it.
A repair had just been carried out on the infrastructure between me and the exchange. So either the July work had put me back on 67, or it had put me on something else entirely, or it had left the path degraded in a way that made authentication marginal. Any of the three would produce what I was seeing. I had the third one in the list, and I had it in the list because I am thorough, and I did not for one moment believe it.
That evening my wife was drying a pan, and asked what the man on the telephone had said, and I told her about the stuck record and the five working days and the team with no name. She thought about it for as long as it takes to put a pan away.
“They broke it when they mended it.”
I said that was not quite it, and explained, at some length and with a certain amount of pointing, that the fibre had been renewed in July and that a renewed fibre is a good fibre, and that the likelier explanation was that the exchange was refusing to authorise a box it had been told to expect on a different strand of glass. She said aye. She said it in the register that means neither agreement nor argument, and hung the towel on the rail, and went to bed.
Item three on my own list, which I had written down out of thoroughness and dismissed out of preference, was that the July work had left the path damaged. It took a written confirmation from BT, a fortnight later, to make me stop arguing for the theory I liked better, and by then the woman who had got there while drying a pan had entirely lost interest in being right.
I wrote a note to myself on the eleventh of August that said: from now on, record which light is showing at each occurrence, LOS or PON, steady or flashing, with the time, so the pattern can be established rather than inferred.
Fourteen months in, I was adding a column to the spreadsheet. It went in between Duration and What They Said, and I made it wider than it needed to be, because I had a feeling about it.
* * *
EXHIBIT 1
The author’s contemporaneous note of a telephone call with BT Executive Complaints, 11 August 2026 at 16:00
The blocking issue is still blocking. The engineer still cannot be booked. Advised it may take a further 5 working days to clear, i.e. potentially not until around 18 August. Some internal case type has to be cleared before an appointment can be raised.
I suggested that if they can take an ONT light level reading remotely, that would settle whether the problem is on the fibre without needing anyone on site. Around -18 dB, light levels are fine, the fault is not the fibre. -20 dB to -29 dB, light levels are out of tolerance and the fibre is the problem.
Next call from Marion no later than 18 August.
Chapter 2: Five Working Days
Between the eleventh and the eighteenth of August 2026, nothing happened, and the nothing deserves describing accurately, because it was a different nothing from the one in the first book.
In the first book, the nothing was ignorance. I did not know what was happening, nobody would tell me, and the silence was the whole of the problem. This nothing was fully explained, entirely transparent, and completely immovable.
I knew exactly what was happening. A case record was in a state that prevented an appointment being raised.
Consider what was and was not true during those seven days. There was a fault. Everyone agreed there was a fault. There was a cabinet two kilometres up the road with something wrong inside it, and there were engineers in Aberdeenshire who could have driven to it, and vans for them to drive, and meters in the vans, and diaries with mornings in them, and a customer at the other end who had by that point cleared more mornings than he could afford and would gladly have cleared another. None of that was in dispute. What stood between the fault and the man with the meter was that a field in a record was set to a value from which the system would not permit an appointment to be created.
Clearing that value required a manual intervention by a team with a queue, and the queue was five working days long.
There is no defect anywhere in that sentence. Somebody, at some point, correctly identified that records can end up in states they should not be in, and correctly built a mechanism for taking them out of those states, and correctly staffed a team to operate the mechanism, and correctly established that the team could not do it instantly, and every one of those decisions was sensible, and the sum of them was that a piece of broken glass in a field in Aberdeenshire could not be looked at until a Tuesday.
Marion Kelso had told me this on the eleventh, honestly and without evasion. She had also, I noticed, taken a run at the sentence twice. “It’s with the team who,” she said, and stopped, and started again, and gave me the version with the queue in it and the five working days and the assurance that she would ring me the moment it moved, and that was the closest she came in the whole business to saying what she thought, and I have decided that the gap between the two attempts was where the real answer was. She was right about the timing. On the eighteenth it cleared, five working days later, exactly as she had said.
There is a strange, flat quality to being told the truth about a delay you can do nothing about. It removes every emotion except one. You cannot be indignant, because nobody is misleading you. You cannot chase, because chasing changes nothing and you know it changes nothing. You cannot escalate, because there is nothing to escalate to: the chief executive’s office has already been involved twice, the case is already with Executive Complaints, and there is no higher room.
What you are left with is arithmetic. The fault occurred on the twenty-second of July. The appointment was booked on the eighteenth of August. The engineer attended on the twenty-first of August. Thirty days.
Of those thirty days, the physical rebuild of the pole and cabinet accounted for eight, which was Openreach doing real work, badly scheduled but real. The remaining twenty-two days were: an incident closed thirty-six minutes after it appeared; a suppression rule preventing a distinct fault from being logged for nine days; a fault record stuck in a state for six days; a five-working-day manual clearance queue; and an escalation to a chief executive’s office that was acknowledged within the hour and took eight days to produce an appointment.
Twenty-two days of records. Eight days of poles.
I did some other arithmetic that week, which I have not put in a complaint anywhere because it is not the sort of thing that goes in complaints. Between the thirteenth of June 2025 and the eighteenth of August 2026, I calculated that I had sent, received, read, filed or written three hundred and twenty-seven emails about this line, a figure I can give to the unit because I counted them, and which I had been calling six hundred for about a month on the strength of having exported the folder in two formats at once and counted the files instead of the messages, an error I would like it noted that I made about my own evidence and not about anybody else’s; maintained a fault log with something over ninety rows; taken and catalogued a dozen photographs; extracted and reviewed two subject access disclosures; drafted one forty-page complaint; written five formal complaints; spoken to at least twenty different members of BT staff; driven to the crossroads on four separate occasions to check whether anybody was there; and written one piece of software and left it running, off and on, for four hundred and twenty days.
Total repairs effected by any of that activity: zero.
Every actual repair in this story was effected by a man in a van, in a field, with a meter, on the three occasions when one was finally sent. That is not a criticism of the men in vans. It is the opposite. The entire apparatus between me and them, all of it, every system and process and case type and status code and diagnostic engine and complaints procedure and escalation route and automated cheerful text message, exists solely to decide whether to send one, and in fourteen months it made that decision correctly three times and incorrectly, by my count, at least eleven.
On the eighteenth of August, at about nine in the morning, Marion Kelso rang, within the commitment she had given.
“It’s cleared,” she said.
“The fault?”
“The record.”
She had booked an engineer for the morning of Friday the twenty-first of August, and she had requested a full end-to-end check rather than a spot fix, and she had asked for a patch manager to attend. On any measure it was a good call. She had done what she said she would do, on the day she said she would do it, and she had asked for the right thing, and I told her so, and she said, “Well,” in the tone of somebody who is not permitted to accept a compliment about a system, and moved on to the reference number.
I said I would email her directly with anything I got from the engineer on the day.
Then I made a list. I am aware that making a list of things to ask an engineer is not normal customer behaviour, and I made one anyway, and it is in my notes, and here it is.
Ask for the ONT light level reading. Around minus eighteen means the fibre is fine. Minus twenty to minus twenty-nine means it is not. My readings were minus twenty-nine before the June work and minus nineteen after it.
Ask him to verify which fibre is connected against the ONT serial number, given the possibility that the June fix has been undone and I am back on fibre 67 rather than 69.
Ask whether he is Gordon, the N11 who resolved the previous instance, and if not, whether Gordon’s notes from that job are visible to him.
Ask for the Openreach fault reference, which BT has declined to give me.
Mention the neighbour, who is still affected and appears worse.
Record his name, and what he actually finds, and email it to Marion the same day.
And ask him what mobile number he was given for me, because the last one was not mine, and they corrected it on one system, and there is always more than one system.
Seven questions. I typed them out on the Tuesday evening and printed them, because I did not trust myself to remember them with a man standing in the yard, and then I printed a second copy, in case the first one got wet.
I have looked at that printout a good deal since. There is something about it that is either admirable or slightly deranged, and I have not settled which. A man in a farmhouse, on a Tuesday night, printing two copies of a list of questions to ask a stranger about a piece of glass.
My wife came in for the stapler while the second copy was going through. She looked at the printer, and then at me, and asked what I was printing. I told her. She said nothing at all, which took some doing, and took the stapler, and left me to it.
* * *
EXHIBIT 2
The author’s notes, 18 August 2026
Marion called at around 9am, within the “no later than 18 August” commitment given on 11 August. BT’s internal fault issue is now resolved. The record that had been blocking any appointment has cleared. She has booked an engineer appointment for the morning of Friday 21 August. She has requested a full end-to-end check, not just a spot fix, and asked for a patch manager to attend.
The internal block took from 11 to 18 August to clear, five working days, as she indicated it might. The estimate was accurate. But it means the appointment now falls 30 days after the original fault on 22 July, and the intermittent PON fault has gone unattended throughout.
Chapter 3: Friday the Twenty-First
He arrived on time, on Friday the twenty-first of August 2026, in the eight until one slot, up the farm road without ringing anybody to ask where it was, and he reversed the van into the yard so that the back doors faced the gate, which is what you do when you have once had to get a van out of a farmyard in the wrong order. He was also not a patch engineer.
I established the second thing inside about ninety seconds, because it was the first item on my printed list after the light reading. I had printed the list rather than keep it on the telephone, partly because a telephone screen is no use to a man standing in a yard in the wind, and partly because I am the sort of man who puts a note in an envelope.
“Before we start. Are you the patch manager?”
“The what?”
“A patch manager. One was requested. A patch manager and a full end-to-end check.”
He looked at the job card, and then at me, with no defensiveness whatsoever, with the flat patience of somebody who has spent a career turning up to jobs that were described to him inaccurately by people he will never meet.
“It says fibre fault. That’s what I’ve got.”
He was somewhere in his fifties, lean and a little stooped, grey hair cropped down to almost nothing, and burnt across the back of the neck and nowhere else, which is what a summer of standing in a road looking upwards does to a man. The hands were the giveaway: thick fingers, one nail gone black and growing out, a nick across a knuckle that had been left to heal on its own. He did not shake hands when he arrived, and he did not offer an opinion on the office that had sent him, then or at any point in the four hours that followed, and he did not criticise it either, which I noticed, because in my experience the men who complain about the office are usually the men who are about to tell you they cannot help.
Marion Kelso had requested a patch manager and a full end-to-end check, and what arrived was a general fibre engineer with a standard job card and no idea that anything else had ever been asked for.
I do not know where the request was lost. It might have gone at BT, in the translation from we would like a patch manager into whatever field on whatever form actually reaches Openreach’s dispatch. It might have gone at Openreach, where a request from a communications provider for a particular grade of engineer is, I suspect, a preference rather than an instruction. It might never have been transmissible in the first place. What I do know is that a specific, correct, well-reasoned request, made by a competent person on the eighteenth of August after a month of careful case work, arrived three days later as a generic job, and that this cost a further handoff and a further delay on a fault that was by then thirty days old.
Anyway. He asked to see the box.
I took him into the porch and he stood in front of it for a moment without touching anything, reading the lights the way you read a page, and then he fetched a hard case from the van and opened it on the step. Inside, in foam cut to shape, were a meter in an orange rubber jacket and a thing like a fat pen. He unscrewed the cap off the fibre port, pushed the pen onto the end until it clicked twice, and put the cap down beside him.
“What’s that?”
“Cleaner.”
“Does that matter?”
“Dust’ll cost you.”
It had not been dust, as it turned out, but he had cleaned the connector before he measured it, which meant that when he did give me a number there was one fewer explanation available to anybody who might later want one. In fourteen months of being handed figures by people in offices, not one of those figures had been produced by somebody who first knelt down and cleaned the glass.
Then he took the reading, and he did not hold the meter up in front of his face the way people hold phones. He laid it flat on his open palm and let the figure find its own level, and he watched it doing that for a good deal longer than I would have had the patience for, and only when it had stopped moving about did he say anything at all.
“Minus twenty-three point eight.”
I asked him to say it again so that I could write it down, and he waited, and then looked at what I had written and nodded once.
What happened in my chest when he read it out was not triumph and it was not anger. It was recognition, the way a name you have been trying to remember for three days arrives while you are doing something else entirely.
Minus twenty-three point eight is the answer. It is out of tolerance, the working limit being somewhere around minus twenty-two, and this was not a marginal case, or a rounding error, or the kind of figure that can be argued about in an email by somebody reading a screen in England: it is a physical measurement of the amount of light arriving at my house, taken by an employee of the company that owns the glass, with a calibrated instrument, on my porch wall, eighteen inches from my wife’s gardening jacket. It sits in the exact band I had described to BT, unprompted, in words, on the eleventh of August, ten days earlier: minus twenty to minus twenty-nine, light levels out of tolerance, the fibre is the problem.
Set it in the sequence.
Minus twenty-nine, June 2026, before the fibre was moved. Failing.
Minus eighteen point six, twenty-third of June 2026, after the move from fibre 67 to fibre 69. Healthy.
Minus twenty-three point eight, twenty-first of August 2026, after the July repair.
The line had degraded again since June, not to where it had been, but well out of tolerance and travelling in the direction of where it had been, which means, and I said this to him in the yard and he did not disagree, that the July repair had undone some part of the June remedial work, or had introduced a new loss on the path, or both.
He also said the reading was fluctuating, and he said it the way he said everything, as an item, without drawing a conclusion from it in front of me. That is the other half of it. A steady bad reading is one problem; a fluctuating bad reading, on an intermittent fault, on a path that has just been rebuilt, is a connection somewhere that is not properly made.
Then he did the thing that no remote test in fourteen months had managed to do. He fetched a second box out of the van, bigger, with a screen on it, connected it in place of the meter, and put a pulse of light down the fibre to see where it came back, which is a technique that tells you the distance to a discontinuity. He did not call it anything. I looked up what it was called afterwards, which is the correct order for these things and the exact reverse of the order in which the previous fourteen months had been conducted.
He watched the screen for a while. Then he said, in the same voice he had used for the cleaner:
“There’s a fault about two kilometres away.”
Two kilometres.
I did not need to look at a map. Two kilometres from my house, along the path the fibre takes, is the crossroads. It is the New Deer NDR PCP 3 cabinet. It is the cabinet that a car demolished on the twenty-second of July. It is the cabinet named in incident IMT69204/26, the original third-party damage incident, the one that was marked Final on the thirtieth of July, a few days before its sister incident on my own port was closed and used as the basis for telling me that there were no issues in the area.
He said he would go and look at it, and that he would come back. He did not say when, so I asked, and he said, “When I’ve looked at it,” which he would not have said if he had had a time, and which every man in an office would have improved upon.
At no point did he suggest I reset the router. I noticed. After fourteen months you notice.
I watched the van go over the cattle grid at the speed of a man who has met one before, and then I went in and wrote down everything he had said, verbatim, while it was fresh, because by August 2026 I did that the way other people put the kettle on.
Then there was nothing to do. I made a coffee I did not drink, checked the lights on the box twice for no reason whatsoever, and stood at the kitchen window with the printed list still in my hand until my wife came through at about eleven, saw the list, and did not ask about it.
“It’ll be whatever that car hit,” she said.
I had explained to her, at some length and more than once, why it could not possibly be whatever the car hit: because that incident had been raised, worked and marked Final on the thirtieth of July, and because BT had told me on the fifth of August that there were no issues on the line or in the area. I had used the word closed as though it were a description of the world rather than a description of a screen.
She filled the kettle. “Aye,” she said, in the tone of a woman who has heard the case for the defence. She was righter than I was, although not in the way either of us thought at the time.
He was gone a long time.
* * *
EXHIBIT 3
Text message received by the author from Openreach, 21 August 2026
Hi, it’s Openreach on behalf of your Service Provider. We’re still working on repairing your service. Tests suggest the fault is outside of your premises but our engineer may be in touch.
If you have any questions, please contact your Service Provider.
Optical light readings at the ONT, North Auchentee Farmhouse
	Date	Reading	Context
	Autumn 2025	approx -24 dB	after ONT replacement, first fault ongoing
	June 2026	-29 dB	immediately before the fibre 67 to 69 move
	23 June 2026	-18.6 dB	immediately after the move. First fault resolved
	21 August 2026	-23.8 dB, fluctuating	after the July cabinet rebuild

Accepted working limit: approximately -22 dB.
Chapter 4: Two Kilometres
He came back a long time later, parked in the same place, and sat in the van for a minute or two finishing something on the handheld before he got out, which I watched from the window like a man watching a jury file back in. Then he stood in the yard with his sleeves pushed up and both forearms filthy to the elbow, and told me two things. The first was that there is a fault.
The second was: it looks likely the cabinet repair was botched.
That second sentence is the most consequential thing anybody said to me in fourteen months, and it was said informally, in a yard, by a man who was being straight with a customer rather than filing a report, so it has to be handled honestly or it is worth nothing. He did not say the repair was botched as a formal finding. He said it looked likely. I asked him to say it again, because I was writing, and what has stayed with me is that he said it the same way twice, with the qualification in exactly the same place both times. Not a hedge, and not a man reaching for a form of words that would let him off later. He was drawing a line around the part of it he was willing to stand behind, and standing behind that part without apology, which is a discipline, and which is the precise discipline that had been absent from every confident sentence anybody in an office had sent me since June 2025.
He is not the man who did the repair. He was not there when it was done. He had spent perhaps forty minutes at a cabinet, and reasonable people can reach wrong conclusions in forty minutes. But he had a meter, and he had been at the cabinet, and he had measured a discontinuity two kilometres out along a path that terminates at that cabinet, and his assessment was that whatever had been done there in late July had not been done properly.
Then he told me he was not qualified to work on it, and he said it without the smallest trace of embarrassment, which has stayed with me. He was a fibre engineer. What was needed at the cabinet was somebody else, and he had referred it on. After fourteen months of dealing with an organisation that appeared constitutionally incapable of admitting a limit, here was a man announcing one in six words and thinking nothing of it at all.
He answered the rest of it the same way, straight out, without going looking for a form of words first, and there were four more of them, none of which he was going to enjoy.
“What’s the reference for that referral?”
“There isn’t one I can give you.”
“Which team is it?”
He told me. I wrote it down. It is in my notes in block capitals and I have never since been able to match it to anything BT will confirm.
“When will they come?”
“I don’t know. It’s out of my hands.”
I believed him entirely, because it plainly was.
“One more. Are you Gordon?”
“Who’s Gordon?”
“The N11 who sorted this line out in June.”
“Sorry. Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Can you see his notes?”
He turned the handheld round so that I could look at it myself, which I thought was a generous thing to do, and he held it there and let me scroll, and there was nothing on it about June. Nothing about an N11. Nothing about fibre 67 or fibre 69. Nothing about a reading of minus eighteen point six taken at this ONT eight weeks earlier by a colleague of his standing in this yard. He watched me look, and when I had finished he turned it back and said, “Aye,” which was the only observation he made on his own employer all day, and which contained no complaint in it whatsoever, and which I have never been able to forget.
That deserves setting out slowly, because it is the whole disease on one screen. In June 2026, an N11 engineer traced a fault on this fibre path, established that a length of it was damaged, moved my service from fibre 67 to fibre 69, and recorded a light reading of minus eighteen point six decibels at my ONT. In August 2026, a different Openreach engineer, standing at the same ONT, on the same path, investigating a symptom that is a textbook consequence of a fibre being reconnected wrongly, could see none of it. Not which fibre I was supposed to be on. Not what the reading had been in June. Not the nine incidents this path had generated on one exchange port in thirteen months. Not the June job at all.
The port has no memory. I have said that before, and here it is again in the most damaging possible place: at the moment when knowing what had been done two months earlier would have told the man in my yard exactly what to check first.
So I gave him what I had, which is an absurd sentence to have to write about a customer and a network operator. I showed him the readings. I told him about fibre 67 and 69. I gave him the ONT serial number and asked him to check which fibre it was registered against, which was question two on the printed list, and he read the serial back to me off my own sheet, and shook his head, not at me. He could not do that from where he was standing. That is a patch and records job, at the cabinet or at the exchange, by somebody with access to the records, which is precisely what a patch manager is, which is precisely what had been requested, and which is precisely what had not arrived.
So the position at the end of Friday the twenty-first of August 2026, thirty days after a car hit a pole, was this.
There is a fault, confirmed by a physical measurement, and it is outside my premises, confirmed in writing by Openreach, by text message, on the same day.
The light level is minus twenty-three point eight decibels and fluctuating, which is out of tolerance, and the fault is approximately two kilometres away, which is the cabinet that was destroyed and rebuilt.
The repair of that cabinet looks likely to have been botched, and the engineer who established that was not qualified to fix it.
It has been referred to another team. There is no reference for the referral, there is no name I can verify, and there is no date.
And the fault is still open, which means the compensation clock is still running, which means the compensation still cannot be paid, which means that the only party who benefits from a fault with no closure date is the party that owes me money for not closing it.
He shook my hand then, for the first time all day, and drove off down the farm road, and I never did get his name, which is a remarkable failure in a man who by that stage of the year had written down the reference number of a robot. Then I went in and put the kettle on and stood in the porch looking at the box on the wall, four feet up, behind the coats, showing four green lights and a fluctuating optical signal at minus twenty-three point eight decibels, and I thought about the phrase performing beyond expectations.
Then I sat down and wrote the email. My wife put a plate down at my elbow at some point in the afternoon and took the cold coffee away without saying anything about it, and I found the plate at four, untouched, with the fork still square across it. The email ran to two pages.
Nobody had asked for it.
* * *
EXHIBIT 4
The author’s contemporaneous note, 21 August 2026
Engineer arrived as booked. He was NOT a patch engineer, despite Marion having requested a patch manager attend and a full end-to-end check.
He measured the light level: -23.8 dB. On my own stated thresholds, -20 dB to -29 dB indicates the fibre is the problem. -23.8 dB is squarely in that band. For comparison: -29 dB before the June remedial work, -19 dB after it, -23.8 dB now.
He detected a fault approximately 2 km away. That distance is consistent with the location of Cabinet 3, the New Deer NDR PCP 3 cabinet named in Openreach incident IMT69204/26, the original 22 July car damage fault.
He left to check the cabinet and said he would return. He came back a long time later and confirmed: there is a fault, and it looks likely the cabinet repair was botched.
He was not qualified to work on it and has referred it to the correct team. No reference. No date.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Original Decision Maintained. Thank you for reading.
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