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            THE PUBLISHER’S PREFACE

         

         In the Spring of 2013, the undertakers Cauty & Drummond were on a tour of the Western Isles of Scotland. They were hoping to find and purchase the perfect plot of land to start work on the building of their long-promised pyramid – The Great Pyramid of the North.

         Part of the tour took in the Isle of Jura.

         Cauty & Drummond had made a name for themselves in the undertaking trade using the strap-line ‘The Undertakers to the Underworld’. In doing so they had also made a somewhat rash promise to all the families who had entrusted them with the funeral rites of their nearest and dearest, the ‘rash promise’ being they would use some of the ashes of the said ‘nearest and dearest’ in the making of a brick, and each of these bricks would then be part of a pyramid that Cauty & Drummond would build at an unspecified location on the Western Isles. As yet they had not found and purchased a plot of land, let alone made a start on building the promised pyramid.

         It was while staying at Jura’s one hotel that they came across a strange-looking book on the bookshelf in the bar. It was hidden among the volumes of Jeffrey Archer and Irvine Welsh. The book was titled Back in the USSR and authored by someone using the name of ‘Gimpo’.

         Back in the USSR was a slim volume. Cauty & Drummond read it together in one sitting over a couple of drams of Jura’s finest. But after reading it, all plans of finding the perfect plot to build The Great Pyramid of the North were shelved.

         Back in the USSR was the memoir of a young woman who had been a nurse in the Falklands War in 1982. Her revulsion at what she had witnessed had impelled her to escape the West for what she perceived as the enlightened opportunities of the USSR.

         Gimpo ended up in Kiev in what was then the Soviet state of the Ukraine. Here she met up with two young women named Tat’jana and Kristina, who were to have a profound influence on her.

         According to Back in the USSR, Tat’jana and Kristina went under numerous aliases, the most widely used being The KLF.

         Cauty & Drummond learnt from this book how, in the late ’80s and very early ’90s, Tat’jana and Kristina had a ‘haphazard and anarchic slalom ride through the underbelly of Soviet popular music and high art’.

         They also learnt:

         How Tat’jana and Kristina ended up being the composers of the epoch-defining acid opera Turn Up the Strobe.

         How for a generation of disaffected young folk growing up in the countries that fell under the Soviet sphere of influence Turn Up the Strobe told their stories and inspired them to believe they could make a difference.

         How, as an acid opera, Turn Up the Strobe could be performed anywhere at any time.

         How Turn Up the Strobe did not need Tat’jana and Kristina, as in The KLF, to actually be there for it to be staged.

         How Turn Up the Strobe was performed hundreds of times in all sorts of unlikely venues, from abandoned cellars to disused aircraft hangars, performed by groups of teenagers using the most basic of instruments and liberated equipment.

         How, to quote Gimpo, ‘Turn Up the Strobe sounded like Kurt Weil meets Delia Derbyshire mixed by The Todd Terry Project, with the libretto done by Maxim Gorky while working in the Brill Building circa 1962.’

         Elsewhere in her book Gimpo states there’s a version of history that interprets Tat’jana and Kristina’s actions as ‘the gentle push that was needed for the first domino to fall to bring about the collapse of the whole Soviet Union and all the disaster to follow’.

         Also, in Back in the USSR it was claimed that Tat’jana and Kristina had been heavily influenced by a book called Двадцять Двадцять Mри! Mрилогія. This book had been originally written in English as The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy, by someone calling themselves ‘George Orwell’. But this George Orwell was in turn just the pen name for a Roberta Antonia Wilson.

         This George Orwell – or should that be Roberta Antonia Wilson? – wrote the majority of The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy over a period of less than one month while staying in a cottage at the very northern tip of the Isle of Jura, and although one of her previous books, Fish Farm, had been a moderate success, there were no publishers in the UK who were interested in publishing The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy.

         Fish Farm had a cult following in parts of the USSR. It was seen in those parts as a literary attack on the West, in much the same way as Brave New World by Aldous Huxley had been a generation or so earlier. The Ukrainian arm of the Soviet State publishers decided to translate The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy into Ukrainian and publish it on the back of the cult success of Fish Farm.

         The now translated Двадцять Двадцять Mри! Mрилогія did not repeat the moderate sales of Fish Farm, but for a select few individuals it became an underground classic. These rare few included Tat’jana and Kristina, who were then both still at an impressionable age – their early twenties.

         Tat’jana and Kristina stopped everything else they were doing in their lives and started calling themselves The Ice Cream Men (The ICMs) and then alternatively The KLF. It was never revealed what the letters KLF stood for, although there seems to have been many assumptions.

         As The KLF, they set about making art/music/situations very much according to the influence of much of what was described in George Orwell/Roberta Antonia Wilson’s book Двадцять Двадцять Mри! Mрилогія (The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy).

         Cauty & Drummond asked their fellow drinkers in the bar if they knew anything of this Roberta Antonia Wilson or of Gimpo. The older drinkers remembered Wilson well, but not for her literary achievements; rather, for the fact that she, a woman of a certain age, had turned up on her Brough Superior Motorcycle most nights and proceeded to get drunk in the bar. Overall, their memories were warm and fond, but some had anecdotes of how she had a tendency to make inappropriate advances. There were other stories they told too, but now and here is not the place to recount them.

         It should not go unrecorded that most of those remembering Roberta Antonia Wilson were male. The male gaze and mindset has a way of remembering things the female gaze and mindset does not.

         It seemed the person on the island closest to Roberta Antonia Wilson was another local legend, Francis Riley-Smith, who was the wayward son of one of the local landed gentry. Francis Riley-Smith lived alone in his family’s ancestral home, Jura House. Francis Riley-Smith had succumbed to cancer some years earlier.

         As for Gimpo, she had worked as a chambermaid in the hotel over the Summer season a few years back. It seems she was also wild and reckless, but in a completely different way to Roberta ‘Ton Up’ Wilson, and she too had written a book in less than a month. Francis Riley-Smith had also taken to Gimpo, and it was Francis who had published a private edition of Gimpo’s Back in the USSR. Other than the few copies Francis had given to friends, it was thought the rest had just sat in boxes in one of the outhouses of Jura House until Francis died. After that they would have been thrown on a bonfire with the rest of his collection of excesses and indulgences. By then the Riley-Smiths were impoverished gentry and having to sell off their highland estate to pay the death duties.

         Duncan Buie, one of the more forthright drinkers at the hotel bar, claimed Francis had given him a copy of Roberta’s book in Ukrainian. He said he would give it to Cauty & Drummond in exchange for a bottle of Diurachs’ Own (the sixteen-year-old local single malt), but they had to buy him the bottle now. They did.

         Duncan Buie was as good as his word. The next morning, as Cauty & Drummond were breakfasting on kippers and poached eggs in the hotel, Duncan turned up with his Ukrainian copy of Двадцять Двадцять Mри! Mрилогія.

         Forty-eight hours later.

         Back in London they had the whole of Двадцять Двадцять Mри! Mрилогія scanned and, via Google Translate, translated from Ukrainian back into English within seconds. The first thing they discovered was that The Twenty Twenty-Three! Trilogy was a book in three major parts, as if there were three books within one. They were also surprised to find that at the end of almost all of the 23 chapters in the book was a diary entry by this now mythical Roberta Antonia Wilson.

         Cauty & Drummond knew someone who knew someone who knew us. And we are Dead Perch Books, an independent publishing house specialising in science fiction.

         What you are about to read is what they read – well, almost. We have had our in-house editor Rosa Ainley go through the text and correct the grammar, punctuation and spelling, which Google Translate failed to do.

         And now, thirty-three years after it was written, it is being published for the first time in English. We are not too sure if it can be classed as science fiction, fantasy or a utopian costume drama set in the near future. What we are sure about is that it is a book that deserves to be read by a discerning few.

         Originally we were only going to publish Book One and see how that went before risking publishing Books Two and Three. We changed our mind but …

         Our legal department alerted us to the fact that much of the book contains quotes from famous and some not-so-famous songs. They told us that for us to publish this book we would have to gain copyright clearance for all of these lyrics. They then pointed out to us this would probably cost us a substantial amount of money and take much time. And even with an unlimited budget and an eternity of time, we could not be guaranteed to receive the clearances required.

         After some deliberation we decided we owed it to Roberta Antonia Wilson, the people of Jura, Tat’jana and Kristina, and you to publish and be damned. But we are taking certain precautions. The precautions are that we will initially only publish a small run and not make them available through the usual channels. Instead of the Waterstones and Amazons of this world, we will make them available under the counter at various corner shops across the UK and beyond.

         As for Back in the USSR, if we are able to sell this initial edition of the book and make a return on our investment, we hope to publish Back in the USSR.

         As for the current whereabouts of Tat’jana and Kristina, we have no idea. According to Back in the USSR, they were last seen disappearing into the depths of the Black Sea in their decommissioned Project 865 Piranha submarine. This supposed disappearance happened on 23 August 1994. Rumour on the internet has it that they would not reappear for another 23 years.

         Others say this was all just a myth they tried to create about themselves, and in reality they just grew up, got married, had kids and are now living normal lives in suburban Kiev.

         
             

         

         Dead Perch Books

         Breakfast Time

         1 January 2017

      

   


   
      

         
            AS-SALĀMU ‘ALAYKUM

            BOOK ONE

            The Blaster in the Pyramid

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            1: WHAT THE FUUK IS GOING ON?

         

         ‘The history of the world is the history of the rivalry between five competing brands.’

         Stevie Dobbs, AppleTree

         09:00 Sunday 23 April 2023

         It is a bright warm day in April 2023, and the clock is striking thirteen. Winnie Smith, her Levi’s slung low and her T-shirt freshly unbranded, strides through the gates of Victory Mansions. The sun is already up.

         The tempting aroma of freshly ground coffee pulls her towards the Starbucks on the corner of her block. This is where Winnie has her first skinny latte of the day, every day. She checks her iPhone23 for the latest weather updates and the daily special offers from GoogleByte. She notes the retro fad for real fly-posters has made it to her part of town. The image on the poster is of an apple tree, hanging heavy with fruit. The tag-line is also indulging in some retro irony: ‘AppleTree is Watching You’. There is nothing else on the poster other than the usual logo of an apple with a bite out of it in the corner.

         Winnie looks at the screen of her iPhone23 again. Her iJaz* app pops up with a news story: Fernando Pó, the last nation state on Earth, is in negotiations with AppleTree to allow AppleTree to have the controlling share in their soon-to-be former nation. Winnie remembers with almost-nostalgia how, in her teenage years, nation states competed with religions to control the world. Almost as medieval as knights in shining armour rescuing maiden princesses from towers. 

         For those who don’t know (and why should you?), Fernando Pó is a small island off the coast of Africa. It was once part of Equatorial Guinea, before Equatorial Guinea did their lucrative deal with WikiTube. But WikiTube decided Fernando Pó had no value to them. So they didn’t bother with it, and Fernando Pó claimed nation status and went into the business of being a tax haven. 2022 was the last year anyone on Earth ever had to pay tax again, so Fernando Pó’s trade as a tax haven was well past its sell-by date. This is why it had to do the knockdown deal with WikiTube.

         Winnie watches a squirrel leap from one of the sycamore trees that line her avenue to the next. She watches what she likes to think is the same squirrel doing it each morning. She then notices something else. She knows instinctively it is not another of those retro posters the Big Five have been using. This poster is crudely made, even by the retro chic modes of the day. Just the year 2023 in large block numerals, followed by the question, ‘WHAT THE FUUK IS GOING ON?’ Just black ink on cheap white paper. There is nothing else on the poster. But it stirs something very deep in her. It triggers a longing, an urge that has nothing to do with sex, or networking, or travel, or keeping fit, or …

         But you must be wondering who I am, this disembodied voice that is telling you this story about a woman called Winnie and a squirrel in a tree. Well, you will just have to accept me, just as I accept the compulsion to speak out even though I am painfully aware I am talking to an invisible, perhaps non-existent, you.

         For it might be me who has spent the previous night fly-posting your city with ‘2023: WHAT THE FUUK IS GOING ON?’ posters.

         Winnie Smith enters Starbucks, orders her skinny latte, swipes her ZitCoins card and contemplates the rest of her life.

         We now need to slip back a few years to the year 2011, and to the height of the Occupy Movement. Like many of her generation, Winnie is swept up in the excitement and idealistic aspirations of the Occupy Movement. Although her stepmother is left-leaning and cynical herself of international banking and the business world in general, she never felt motivated to do anything about it. Winnie is different. Winnie acts upon her impulses. Winnie walks out of school and doesn’t stop walking until she is right there in the …

         It is at this point we have to decide where Winnie lives. I sort of imagined her living in Seattle, as in the heart of where everything is happening. I imagined her Starbucks to be there on the sunny, affluent West Coast of the USA, hence the clear blue skies, etc. But now I am imagining Winnie living in one of the hipper areas of North London, and her walking out of sixth-form college halfway through a lesson in medieval history and all the way down the Kingsland Road, down through Stoke Newington, Dalston, Hoxton and Shoreditch. All the way until she gets to the City of London, and it is there she joins the Occupy Movement, right there on the steps of Saint Paul’s.

         The compromise I am willing to make is this: you can imagine Winnie coming from wherever you are from and her joining your local Occupy protest. Then maybe some years later, after university and a joint philosophy and computer studies degree, Winnie moves to Mountain View in Silicon Valley to take up her job with GoogleByte. Or maybe she just stays in North London.

         It is on her first night in a tent, while sharing a second bottle of cider and listening to a nineteen-year-old filmmaker up from Brighton, that she loses her virginity. The nineteen-year-old filmmaker becomes her boyfriend. He is filming everything and anything that is going on. He (we will leave his name out of this for the time being) believes what they are doing could bring about the complete collapse of the crooked and corrupt financial institutions of the world.

         He is right.

         By the Summer of 2013 the worldwide Occupy Movement has a physical stranglehold on all the global financial centres, at the same time as having hacked all of their computer systems. The subsequent financial crash is complete. The Wall Street crash of 1929 was a mere blip compared to this.

         There seems nothing the various wealthiest countries in the world can do about this – not even China. None of them are willing to send in their troops to arrest the brightest and whitest of their nation’s youths.

         AmaZaba, already the world’s largest retailer, decide to step in. AmaZaba, which started out as merely a fast and efficient online way of buying and selling books, very quickly became the way most people bought all their essentials and most of life’s un-essentials. That is, bar skinny lattes and freshly baked croissants. It now seems strange that they started out way back in 1994 selling only books, a product the internet quickly made obsolete, while helping to save the rainforests.

         Before the 2013 crash, AmaZaba were already considering a move into using Bitcoins as their main trading currency. The Bitcoin movement is very much adopted by the young and alternative. So it is no surprise the Occupy Movement adopts the Bitcoin wholesale as a way of trading internationally among themselves. The fact that Bitcoins are an international currency that has nothing to do with the financial markets or any ‘big bad’ nation states is perfect for both Occupy and a global online retailer like AmaZaba. Occupy and AmaZaba are to be a perfect marriage and the dowry is paid in Bitcoins.

         AmaZaba make a deal with the Occupy Movement to run the world’s finances, using Bitcoins as the global currency. The first thing that is done is to change the name of the currency from Bitcoins to ZitCoins. Then overnight the power of all nation states is slashed. There is nothing the Big Five economic powerhouses of the world – the USA, Russia, China, Japan, and the EU – can do about it.

         Who is running the Occupy Movement is a bit less clear: some say it is just some teenagers drinking cider in a tent; others say it is someone in Helsinki called Hannu Puttonen.

         By the end of 2013 AmaZaba, with the help of Occupy, have not only saved the world economy, they are the only online retailer any of us can trust. Of course, there are hundreds of thousands of specialist start-up online retailers, but discussion of them will be left to another part of this story.

         The first state to go completely bottom up in late 2013 is Greece. The newly merged WikiTube sneak in while AmaZaba are still popping the corks at their wedding breakfast and buy Greece off the EU, for a fraction of its value. There is soon a queue of nation states lining up to be willingly bought by one of the new emerging Big Five. GoogleByte, WikiTube, AmaZaba, FaceLife and AppleTree’s time has arrived.

         Fast-forward again to a Starbucks somewhere in Mountain View, California; or is it Seattle, or Dalston, London? The choice is still yours, but my guess is Dalston may be getting the readers’ vote.

         Winnie takes a stool by the plate-glass window so she can watch the world outside. A helicopter passes across the clear blue sky, trailing a banner with the words ‘ABOVE US ONLY SKY’ and with the Starbucks logo on its tail. Yoko Ono is her favourite artist. She is pleased that her favourite artist has done a deal with her favourite coffee-shop chain. She watches the helicopter and its banner until it disappears out of sight behind YouTwo Tower.

         Before putting her iPhone23 away she checks how many Likes her latest FaceLife post has got – 3,554. Not as many as her last post, but she only put it up ten minutes ago. Winnie has been on FaceLife since her twelfth birthday in 2006. Before that she was on MyFace. Since then every moment in her life, every passing thought, photos of almost every meal she has ever eaten are there. In fact, she has photographed the love heart in the froth on the top of each and every latte she has ever had. Her whole life is there to be Viewed, Shared and Liked. Right now she has 7,356,725 Friends, as well as 654,823,156 followers on Twitter. Not as many as her best friend Primrose but more than her last boyfriend.

         Conspiracy theory types have been complaining about GoogleByte and AppleTree and AmaZaba and the rest since she was in her teens. The conspiracy theory brigade would tell you the Big Five are able to exploit the entire trail of personal information we leave in our wake. But these are usually blokes with something to prove, instead of getting on and making things happen themselves. She went out with one such lad for a few weeks when she was at uni, and he was into all that Illuminati conspiracy stuff. To begin with she was impressed with his attitude; he even persuaded her to come off FaceLife, but as soon as she finished with him she went straight back on it.

         The truth is Winnie has never seen any particular problem with it, seeing as the Big Five have solved most of the world’s problems in less than a generation. She cannot believe what the world was like, as in how shit things had been, even in her own lifetime. It is less than ten years ago that it seemed ISIS (Daesh) were going to hold the world to ransom. And now ISIS are just a bunch of blokes running the best channels on WikiTube.

         What happened is that when WikiTube saw how many hits ISIS were getting on their old YouTube set-up, they made them an offer they could not refuse. It was all done above board; the Truth & Reconciliation Board was brought in so no resentments were left to fester. Within a couple of years it seemed every former disenfranchised young Islamic man around the world was running his own channel on WikiTube. They were all offered very attractive start-up deals. They would work all hours and they knew what the customer wanted and at the right price. As for Sharia law and all those other problems, the former Wikipedia side of WikiTube was able to show them exactly what it was that Muhammad meant them to do and how to behave. In fact, it worked so well that many of the former Christian Right in what we still call, for nostalgic reasons only, the USA drifted across to Islam. I mean, if you read The Koran/Qur’an, Jesus/Isa is one of the Major Prophets. But he is just a man and not Truly the Son of God, which makes more sense to everyone.

         Winnie puts her phone away in her LabelFree† leather school satchel and pulls out the jotter. She found it yesterday in a vintage shop near Newington Green. She also buys a 1950s Parker fountain pen there and a full bottle of Quink ink. What she wants to do is write a diary, like Adrian Mole or even Anne Frank. A private diary in her own handwriting that is never Viewed, Liked or Shared. It can be her version of her life. The trouble with FaceLife is you always have to tell the truth because if you don’t, a million people tell you you’re lying, and the Likes start to dry up. But in your private diary you can say what you want and no one ever knows. 

         Winnie fills the pen with ink, just as the man in the vintage shop showed her. She looks around at the other morning regulars in this Starbucks. Almost all of them are clutching their iPhones, updating their WikiTube pages, downloading the updated apps, or just Viewing, Liking and Sharing what their Friends are already putting up that day.

         She is hoping some of the others may look up and notice she is opening a jotter, clutching a pen in her left hand and writing the first words she has written in her own hand since about 2017. No one notices.

         Above the counter is the Yoko Ono line ‘WAR IS OVER’. This became Starbucks’ strap-line when the Yoko Ono estate came on board. Winnie has an almost OCD habit of reading the line five times in a row before taking her first sip of her first skinny latte of the day. There is something else that she is never able to work out about her daily Starbucks session – at home she rarely, if ever, listens to music, but one of the things she enjoys about her skinny-latte moments is the music they play in Starbucks. It can be anything from Bob Dylan to Bach to some of the new stuff she doesn’t know, but it always makes her feel better about the world and womankind as a whole.

         But today she writes her full name – ‘Winifred Lucie Atwell Smith’ – and today’s date – ‘23 April 2023’ – before taking her first sip. She then looks out of the window again. Yesterday she watched a young man there putting up one of the crude retro fly-posters she saw earlier. She didn’t see his face, just the back of him. He had the same pair of Levi’s as her, a pair of LabelFree work boots, but nothing on top. She could see his body was well toned, the muscles in his arms taut. She felt a rush of lust pass through her body. But this was followed almost immediately by a surge of anger. She had not felt proper anger for years. Not since the age of ten, when the mere sight of her father could drive her into a rage of pure hatred for him and all she thought he stood for. She blames him for her Mother leaving.

         Winnie succeeded in transferring the hatred she once had for her father to the dark-haired young man she saw across the street.

         Vivid, beautiful hallucinations flashed through her mind. She would flog him almost to death with a leather whip. She would tie his naked body to a stake and shoot him full of arrows like Saint Sebastian. She would ravish him and cut his throat at the moment of climax.

         This rush of hatred towards a man whose face she had not seen and whom she had never met felt real. Not the fake real you see in films and read in books. It was like something worth killing for. She did not know she could still feel like this. Now she has everything she could ever want. Now world peace is guaranteed. Now we no longer have the need for prisons. Now we have harnessed the power of the sun, meaning there is no need to worry about greenhouse gases polluting the atmosphere and us running out of fossil fuels and whether the ozone layer has been patched up. Now there is enough food for everyone. Now you can practise whatever religion you want, or none at all. Now the existence of God can be proved and disproved in equal measure, and all are agreed with the findings.

         The only trouble is that this opening up to negative thinking, which her seven years of therapy has all but sorted, reminds her of another of her previous boyfriends. It was when she made the classic mistake of falling for an older man. He was a bit of a hero of hers when she was still at uni. He was one of those super-hackers. His name was Julian Assange, there was some sort of media kerfuffle around him for a while, but WikiTube did a deal with him for his WikiLeaks company. They set him up to run a programme in education. Between the years 2018 and 2020 WikiTube took over all the schools in the world, making free schooling available for everyone between the ages of four and twenty-four at the now rebranded WikiCampus. The fundamental premise of WikiCampus was that every child was given a Wikipedia page at the age of five, and it was down to them to add to it daily and correct those of their classmates. It had an instant effect of improving both the literacy and numeracy rates of children around the globe. Because children started to want to have their Wikipedia pages in more than one language, and Google Translate could still not be trusted, a side effect was that almost all children could read and write at least three languages before starting high school. Sadly Winnie was too old for this and could only speak English and Cantonese.

         Winnie loathes Assange; she thinks he is a total fraud. It was her relationship with him that her seven years in therapy dwells upon most.

         Back to Starbucks.

         Winnie’s eyes refocus on the page in the jotter in front of her. She realises that while she has been thinking about the man’s torso from yesterday with a mixture of lust and loathing, she has also been writing, as though by automatic action. In huge letters across the page she has written the following five lines, over and over again in large capitals:

         
            
               
                  I HATE GOOGLEBYTE

               

               
                  I HATE WIKITUBE

               

               
                  I HATE AMAZABA

               

               
                  I HATE FACELIFE

               

               
                  I HATE APPLETREE

               

            

         

         She cannot believe the words her hand has placed on the virgin paper in front of her. She glances around Starbucks to see if anybody has noticed what she is doing. They haven’t. Why would they? They are all completely engrossed in the world filtering through their own iPhone23s. Winnie picks up her phone, flicks through a few apps, notices she had more than eight thousand new Likes to her FaceLife update and at least four thousand new followers on Twitter since she first sat down.

         She wants to smash her phone on the ground and grind it with her boots into a thousand pieces. But she doesn’t.

         Instead she sips the last of her skinny latte, puts her jotter, Parker Pen and bottle of Quink ink away in her LabelFree satchel and strides out through the automatic plate-glass doors of Starbucks into a world that has no idea what is going to hit it.
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         SAY WHAT YOU WANT, WHEN YOU WANT, TO WHOEVER YOU WANT. Marcia Zuckerberg (2007)

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            Barnhill

            Jura

            23 April 1984

            
                

            

            Dear Diary,

            So I have finished the first chapter of this book. Writing about Winnie starting a diary made me think that I should do the same.

            The pen name I’m using is George Orwell. Bit of background information there, in case anyone is ever interested. I do wonder if the reader will wonder what my real name is or even what sex I am. I have taken it upon myself to escape the clutches of London to live for some months in a crofter’s cottage at the northern end of the Isle of Jura, off the West Coast of Scotland. Or for as long as it takes to get this novel written.

            I was born in 1926, so that makes me fifty-eight.

            My companion on this expedition and in life is a Brough Superior Motorcycle, the finest motorbike anyone could ever have and also probably the most beautiful piece of engineering that has ever existed. No woman could ever want a man after she had done a ton on a Brough. Well, I guess I have just given my sex away. If you need to know any more about Brough, I will leave it to you to find out.

            As for this book I am setting out to write, I expect the reader’s palette is reasonably broad, so they will notice I have borrowed from two monuments of twentieth-century literature. I do not feel the need to defend this on artistic grounds. I just hope that if this book is ever published, the holders of the copyright in both of these previous works of great literature will only feel honoured I have chosen to embrace them in my work of fiction.

            The light is already fast draining from this glorious Spring day. I will celebrate this first day of writing by mounting my Brough, driving the thirty-one miles South to the village of Craighouse and the one bar in the one hotel on the island. There I will partake in a dram or two of Jura’s finest. I hope that young lad from Jura House will be there tonight. What was his name again, Frank or Francis or something?

            Maybe I should write one of these diary entries at the end of each of the 23 chapters in this proposed trilogy of books.

            Love,

            Roberta

         

         
            * iJaz is AppleTree’s news and current affairs channel. It was Al Jazeera until AppleTree bought out the Qatar-based company back in 2018, or was it ’19? It was around the same time that AppleTree bought Sky and then launched their iSky entertainment and sports channels.

            † LabelFree is the name Fair Trade used to rebrand themselves once all trade became fair. Within weeks of Fair Trade rebranding to LabelFree, numerous major clothing brands started to adopt the LabelFree logo. This, of course, does not stop anyone with any awareness knowing exactly what brand the particular article of clothing or accessory is that is sporting a LabelFree logo.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            2: MEET YOKO & JOHN

         

         09:27 Sunday 23 April 2023

         There are some who have decreed order is the natural order of not only the human condition but of everything that has ever existed and is ever likely to exist.

         And there are those who have proclaimed chaos is the natural order not only of the human condition but of everything that has ever existed and is ever likely to exist.

         And there are those who have made it their lives’ work to exploit our natural hunger for order.

         And there are those who have made it their lives’ work to exploit our natural hunger for chaos.

         It is a free market for all of you living in the free world.

         Whereas I am on the island of Fernando Pó. It is where I was born and bred. I may have disagreed with us being a tax haven, but I so abhor us being bought by AppleTree. Or, for that matter, by any of the other Big Five. I am totally and completely against what they are doing with the world. Womankind needs to have war, famine and inequality to function properly: without them we as a species will be over within a couple of generations. As for religion, we need as many as we can have to compete for our souls. The more radical the religion, the better.

         That is why I am here with these five dolls I have made to represent the founding mothers of each of the Big Five, and over the next few days I will be sticking my needle made from bamboo into them. You may think this is a futile and primitive approach to bringing about world change, but it worked for my ancestors and it already seems to be working for me. Last night I began testing the process by putting a needle just a short way into the doll that is Stevie Dobbs, and I think it was successful. I can already sense her days are numbered.

         Meanwhile:

         Winnie strides across the street, the caffeine gently coursing its way around her body. She looks up to see if the squirrel is about – she is. She is building a dray. Or that is what Winnie assumes it to be. On reaching the age of twenty-eight Winnie is wondering when her maternal instinct might kick in and start taking over her life. As yet it has not, but in some deep recess of her mind she is crossing off her fertile years. This, unbeknown to her, is influencing completely random aspects of her character. For a start there is a man called O’Brien at GoogleByte who she has only ever seen a handful of times, a man she would not have looked at twice a couple of years ago, but for some reason he keeps coming into her mind.

         It is while she is dismissing the thought of O’Brien that she notices the window of the pet shop next to her corner shop at the base of her block has been done in, and the tanks containing the tropical fish have also been smashed. There are a couple of police cars and what look like two plainclothes officers from a period police drama standing about. Winnie never liked the idea of this shop and seeing those fish kept in their prison tanks but … she doesn’t think any more about it.

         Instead she goes over to the wall that has the poster on it. The ‘2023: WHAT THE FUUK IS GOING ON?’ poster. Without thinking, she stretches out her arm and touches the poster with the open palm of her hand. She is surprised to find it still wet. Her arm recoils and she looks at her palm. It is covered with something that looks very much like male semen. Instinctively she sniffs it.

         A lone cloud drifts across the blue sky.

         Winnie enters Victory Mansions, and instead of taking the lift to her floor she runs up all seven flights. As she is just about to enter her apartment to get on with her day’s work for GoogleByte, she hears the voice of her neighbour Tammy.

         ‘Winnie, it’s the kids’ mac-Bot again. It’s crashed three times today and it’s driving my children mad. They are on the Junior WikiCampus and it keeps returning “translation failed”, then the whole thing crashes. Can you have a quick look at it?’

         Although Winnie is totally psyched up for her day in front of the screen, she knows it is the neighbourly thing to do to give her a hand. She is on a push to be less selfish.

         ‘Yeah, I should be able to sort it.’

         She likes the smell of their apartment, as if Tammy is always cooking an interesting meal. Always trying out another dish from another part of the world. Winnie usually eats out or gets a takeaway.

         Tammy’s partner George also freelances for GoogleByte, but on the sales side of things. George and Tammy have two children, Tina (seven) and Richey (nine). Winnie being asked to sort something out on their mac-Bot is becoming a regular thing and she wonders if Tina and Richey create something wrong with their mac-Bot just to get her in. They usually tease her and ask about boyfriends, but it’s all friendly.

         Winnie has always thought Tammy’s a bit of an odd one. She was once a singer, even sang on a hit record by the Utah Saints, but now she’s stuck at home bringing up a couple of kids. Once Winnie sorts out whatever the problem is, Tammy usually tries to get her to stay for a coffee.

         But this time the problem with the mac-Bot does not seem to be something engineered by Tina and Richey. There is something else going on. George has left numerous pages open and they are all about the Illuminati.

         Winnie has not thought about the Illuminati for years. When she was at school in her early teens, there was a conspiracy theory craze all the boys were into. They were always going on about the secret powers that really pulled the levers in the world. Back then it was Obama, Putin, Merkel, Jinping and Akihito who were the players, the ones who ran the Big Five countries. But the boys in her class had this idea that there was another, secret Five that actually ran everything in the world. And had done so for thousands of years.

         ‘I got some Peruvian Organic Mountain Beans especially for you. Do you want a mug of coffee while you try and sort things out?’

         ‘No, it’s okay, Tammy. I will just get this done and then I need to get back to work.’

         Then there is this whole story about J-Zee and Beyon-Say being members of the Illuminati, and the proof is in the fact they called their daughter Purple Ivy. This name is supposedly a secret code revealing her membership of an ‘ancient and all-powerful occult society’. It is since then, when Winnie had just turned seventeen, that she knew boys and the male species in general were fundamentally stupid. It was one thing thinking there must be someone else in charge of things other than the President of the USA, but to think whoever that was would want to hang out with pop stars, however great she used to think Beyon-Say was back then, was just lame.

         Looking at all of these pages on the Illuminati that George has left open, and which are slowing everything down on his system, it seems he has not grown out of it all. Maybe, Winnie thinks, George is just getting a surge of nostalgia for those days when the world was totally fucked-up and about to collapse. Even Winnie sometimes, after a couple of glasses of red, feels nostalgia for those days. She knows it’s stupid.

         Something inside keeps pushing her to read more and more of these pages on the Illuminati that have been left open.

         ‘You sure you don’t want a mug?’

         The aroma of the freshly ground beans gets the better of her.

         ‘Okay, Tammy. Black, no sugar. Thanks.’

         ‘But you always drink latte at Starbucks.’

         ‘Yeah, but that’s my breakfast coffee, this is my working coffee.’

         She is thinking about the words in the diary she has just started. The words she had no idea she was going to write. The ‘I HATE’ words. It is as if her appetite to read these pages about the Illuminati feeds that same need in her. But on another level she knows that if it is something GoogleByte could find that easily, then it is no threat at all. Anything really real, as in a real threat to our society, a threat to our hard-won world peace, would not be just there for all of us to read.

         Tammy brings the mug of coffee through to where Winnie is at the screen.

         ‘Don’t you want to have children? You’d make such a great mum.’

         Meanwhile:

         Stevie Dobbs is walking through a glade of Sequoias in the Redwood National World Park in Northern California. It is where she goes to get away from all the politics of AppleTree Boulevard. It is also where she does her best thinking.

         Suddenly she feels this sharp pain in the left side of her gut. Excruciating pain. Like someone has just jabbed her with a sharpened knitting needle. This is the second time this has happened to her today, but this time it is a lot worse.

         Meanwhile:

         Winnie takes her sip from the mug of coffee while not listening to what Tammy is telling her about her children. Instead Winnie is thinking it would be great if there was a secret society that actually controlled everything. And if that was the case, there could be another organisation that could attempt to undermine it all. Be at war with the Illuminati. An eternal war. She reads more of these pages. It seems there is another organisation called The Justified Ancients of Mummu who do just that. They exist to undermine the Illuminati and spread chaos in the world. They are called The JAMs for short.

         Meanwhile:

         In a warehouse on the side of a canal on the other side of the borough, in a place called Hackney Wake, a young couple called Yoko & John are just waking up. This Yoko & John are both 23; both have dropped out of art college. This Yoko has changed her name by deed poll in honour of that Yoko. John has changed his name from Paul Harrison, because he thinks it’s funny. Yoko & John do everything together. Except John is fucking Yoko’s best friend, and Yoko has yet to find out.

         Today Yoko & John plan to screenprint their second poster. Yesterday they fly-posted the one hundred copies of their first poster on walls around the city.

         Even better than getting all one hundred posters up is the fact that they did not document it in any way. Last night they celebrated by each taking a double dose of DMT2 and going to a retro rave.

         John thinks they should call themselves The Post-Digital Underground, but Yoko doesn’t like it.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘It is too literal. There is no poetry to it. And we should not be defined by what we are not, but what we can be.’

         John does not understand what she is on about.

         ‘But, Yoko, we are against the digital world, and we are underground. That is the whole point about us not documenting anything, so it can never be co-opted by the Big Five. And “post” is a good word, like in “post-war” and “post-punk”.’

         ‘But, John, it has no poetry. We need to harness the poetry in what we are doing. Poetry is our ultimate weapon. It is what will bring down the Big Five.’

         John is not too sure if he really wants to change the world, or even bring down the Big Five. He finds it difficult enough that they aren’t documenting what they are doing and uploading photos to Instagram and live-streaming content while they are actually putting up the posters. He knows if they did that, they could have an instant following of millions. Yoko always argues they may get that instant following of millions, but so does everybody who does anything, but that following changes nothing. And that following is just following you because they want you to follow them back.

         Yoko always seems to win these arguments. At least her best mate Cynthia never gives John this sort of hassle, and she is a better shag.* But he knows Yoko is his best bet, so he has to compromise.

         Yoko & John sleep on a mattress on the floor. Their duvet cover has not been washed for months. They don’t use condoms or any other sort of birth control, as Yoko had womb cancer at eighteen and had her womb removed.

         John goes to make Yoko her morning mug of sweet tea. She only ever has sugar in her tea while still in bed. She needs that sugar rush to face the day. 

         He brings it back.

         ‘John, you shouldn’t have thrown that brick through the petshop window last night.’

         ‘Don’t talk shit. You know you are as against the keeping of pets as I am. It is evil to keep those fish in those tanks, just swimming around and around all day.’

         ‘Yeah, but all that happened was the fish died.’

         ‘Well, I think it’s better they are all dead than living miserable lives as slaves so some straights can watch their pretty colours. And anyway, you thought it was funny last night.’

         ‘Yeah, but I was off my head then. This morning my head is clear and I know what we should call ourselves.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu.’

         ‘What the fuck’s that? I think we should be called The KMA.’

         ‘And what the fuck’s that?’

         ‘The Kazakhstan Medical Association.’

         ‘Forget it, John. We are The JAMs. No debate. I remember my mum telling me about a book she read once; it was called The Eye in the Pyramid. It has this pyramid with an eye in the top on the cover. Rubbish cover but … Anyway, the book was all about a secret society called the Illuminati who controlled the world. And in this book was an even more secret dis-organisation that existed to undermine the Illuminati …’

         ‘Yeah. And?’

         ‘Let me finish. This dis-organisation was called The Justified Ancients of Mummu. They spread chaos through the world and brought down the Illuminati.’

         ‘So what does Mummu mean? Sounds like baby speak.’

         ‘Mu Mu is the ancient spirit of chaos.’

         ‘So you think that we should rip off the name from some dodgy old book your mum read back in the 1970s?’

         ‘No. Like I said, we call ourselves The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu. As in, not Mummu, but Mu Mu. Two words, not just one. Mu Mu is the feminine of Mummu. Get it?’

         ‘And, like, that is some big difference?’

         ‘It is those subtle but all-important differences that count in poetry.’

         ‘All right. So what do we do now?’

         ‘We design a logo for The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu, or even just The JAMs for short. Then we make a new silkscreen. Then we steal some more of that cheap newsprint. Then we print up one hundred posters. And then we go and fly-post them all tonight. But first can you get me another mug of tea?’

         It is then that Yoko notices the used condom semi-shoved under the mattress.

         Meanwhile:

         Winnie makes her excuses to Tammy and her kids, gets out the door and down the corridor to her own apartment. She takes her mac-Bot out onto her balcony to get on with her day’s work.

         The sun has shifted around. Her heart quails before this enormous pyramid shape in her head. A thousand rocket bombs would not batter it down. She wonders again who she is writing this diary for. For the future, for the past, for an age that might be imaginary?

         ‘And, anyway, why does it matter what I do or don’t do? Why should I care, why should anyone care, when everything we ever do is there for all future generations to see on FaceLife? And who is to say that whatever I write in this notebook will ever survive? I remember learning at school how the paper used in the printing of real books disintegrates within a hundred years, that is why the internet is so much better as it is there for ever. Why do I want to have secrets I do not share? It is keeping secrets that caused so many of the world’s problems in the first place. And why use an old-fashioned pen, as if that somehow lends validation to what I am doing?’

         Winnie puts her notebook away to get on with her work for GoogleByte.

         But before she opens her own mac-Bot, she can’t stop the vision of that young man’s back and his taut arms passing through her mind. She suppresses it with thinking about O’Brien. But why O’Brien? He’s not good-looking by any stretch of the imagination. She knows where it started. One night at an office barbeque he whispered in her ear, when no one was looking, ‘We shall meet in the place where there is no darkness.’

         It is a meaningless phrase, not even an office-party chat-up line. For some reason the line stayed with her and grew in meaning in her head. It also caused her to be drawn to him in some way. As if he had the same feelings she had. That he too maybe hated in the same way she did.

         Meanwhile:

         I am about to stick another pin into another doll. This time it might be you.
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         NOTHING IS YOUR OWN, EXCEPT THE FEW CUBIC CENTIMETRES INSIDE YOUR SKULL. Yoko Ono (2023)
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            Barnhill

            Jura

            24 April 1984

            
                

            

            Dear Diary,

            As for last night, I will sidestep it. At least before things got embarrassing in the bar with Francis Riley-Smith and Duncan Buie I was able to use the hotel’s fax machine to send the first chapter of the book off to my literary agent. Within twenty minutes he, Dog Ledger (don’t ask), sent back a fax with his full response and some other information he wanted me to respond to.

            Firstly his comments.

            He thinks I am overloading it with too many facts. That I am somehow desperate to prove what a ‘brave new world’ 2023 is. That I should just let things evolve more naturally. That I should get the reader more interested in Winnie, and the colours and textures of the world she inhabits. Especially the smells– he thought readers would relate to the smells. Once I had done that the book should then, bit by bit and subtly, introduce all the detail about the world as it is in 2023, as the story unfolds. He might be right.

            The thing is, right now I don’t know much about Winnie. She is as new to me as she will be to the reader. What I have known from the very inception of the idea of this book is that it is going to hang on the idea of the Big Five and how their power shifted from being nation states to five major companies. I knew all about that weeks ago, that was to be the whole premise of the book. Winnie was just the human element for the reader to project themselves onto.

            The other news contained in his fax was all about Fish Farm, ‘the book that made my “name”’, it seems. The book that has already become a set text at some of the more progressive schools, I might add. Roy Plomley even wanted me to go on Desert Island Discs.

            It seems Disney have been on to Dog Ledger. Disney want to turn it into an animated film, with someone called Bill Murray doing the voice of Sammy. I have not heard of this Bill Murray but I did learn that Walt Disney no longer makes the films himself, as he died a few years back. They want Jack Nicholson to do the voice of Jack the baddie in the story. I know who Jack Nicholson is; I had the serious hots for him in that film The Shining.

            It is very widely known, I’m sure, but I will try and get the basic outline of the story down to a couple of sentences:

            The fish farm in question is a salmon fish farm off the coast of Scotland, near the town of Oban. All the salmon in the farm are happy with their lot. They are regularly fed and the net around them protects them from killer whales. One day a charismatic wild salmon called Jack approaches the net around their fish farm and starts to tell the farmed salmon on the other side of the net stories about all the things they are missing in the ocean outside. About the excitement of leaving the sea to find the river they were born in, the leaping up the falls and over the weirs while heading to the spawning grounds, dodging the advances of the fly-fishermen. And the final spawning in the shallow waters where their mothers had spawned them, and their grandmothers and great-grandmothers before that. Yes, there were dangers, but that was the glory of life.

            The salmon in the fish farm debated and finally took a vote. Sammy, to be voiced by this Bill Murray, thought that Jack could not be trusted, but not many of the others wanted to listen to Sammy. Jack’s tongue was silver. The vote to make a break for it was carried by a landslide. The big break-out was meticulously planned. And then the day came and the break-out was successful. But as soon as they got to the outside, into the big, wide and wild sea, they were ambushed by a whole herd of hungry and ruthless grey seals. It was a massacre. The whole thing had been a set-up. Jack knew all along what was going to happen. But, as it happened, Sammy made his escape, and after weeks and months he did actually make it up to the spawning grounds where his great-great-great-grandmother had actually spawned her eggs.

            There was also a subplot. Wee Katie Morag was a lady salmon who was sort of Sammy’s girlfriend. She had never been in season, so the relationship had never been consummated. The thing was, Jack had his eye on Wee Katie Morag. Sammy was suspicious all along that Jack trying to persuade the farmed salmon to rebel was just a ruse so he could end up fertilising her spawn, before Sammy had a chance.

            I will leave it to you to buy and read Fish Farm to find out if Sammy got to father Wee Katie Morag’s spawn with his sperm.

            I had never planned for there to be a moral to the story, just as I am unaware of any moral to the story I am trying to tell about Winnie. But it seems all sorts of morals have been projected onto Fish Farm. It seems Disney think it’s an attack on the USSR, while the Left in the UK think it is an attack on Maggie Thatcher. I just think it is a story about fish that can talk.

            I followed up Fish Farm with a novel based on a rambling story told to me by this young ex-military nurse that I met in a lesbian bar in Glasgow, whose name was Gimpo. She had just returned from being a frontline nurse in the Falklands War, which we lost. Gimpo was suffering from extreme post-traumatic stress disorder and self-medicating with whisky mixed with cheap speed. This novel was named after the Royal Navy’s hospital ship HMS Uganda, which sailed down the Atlantic with the rest of our doomed flotilla for the war. That book was a complete failure, sold less than 700 copies. According to Dog Ledger the pressure is on from the publisher. I have to get back on form with this book. None of those negative war themes. Nobody wants to read a book about a war we lost.

            But I digress. I am supposed to be thinking about Winnie, what she looks like, her character and all that.

            So here it is. Winnie, in 2023, is twenty-eight years old, roughly. Just the right age to start on your life’s mission. Her hair is mousey and hangs naturally to her shoulders. As a child she had it long. As a teenager she cropped it short and dyed it blonde. Since turning twenty-one she gets it trimmed regularly so it just touches her shoulders. And she has not dyed it.

            She did have some weight issues when she was in her late teens and early twenties, going from painfully skinny to the verge of overweight. But she is now on top of things. She keeps to her broadsheet diet, which seems to work for her.

            Sex is something I don’t usually write about – I don’t feel particularly well qualified to do so. But Dog has advised me, as my literary agent, that I should have some hint of it to keep the reader interested. So for those that need to know, Winnie would tick the heterosexual box, but does usually have a crush on someone of her own sex. For a time it was Viv Albertine, who played in that band The Slits. This side of her sexuality was only consummated once; it was with her Cantonese teacher on a school trip, although she is in denial about the consummation.

            As for her regular heterosexual side, there have been a number of unsuitable boys and men. None lasted much longer than a few months. Each of them left their mark, but none as profound as the mark she left on them.

            I hope those two last paragraphs keep Dog Ledger happy.

            This evening I will not be driving the thirty-one miles down to Craighouse on my Brough. And may not do so again until Francis writes a letter apologising for his behaviour last night.

            I don’t think the locals know who I am.

            Love,

            Roberta Antonia Wilson

            
                

            

            Postscript: there is no point in me hiding my real name from you, ‘Dear Diary’.

            Postscript to the Postscript: something I have just thought of. If you are a male reader of the book, imagine Winnie to be two inches shorter than you. If you are a female reader, imagine Winnie to be two inches taller than you.

            And I guess I’d better tell you why he is called Dog Ledger and what our relationship is. I know you must be wondering. He started life as Douglas McLedger. It is his, or at least his family’s, ancestral cottage I am staying in. His first name went from Douglas to Dougie while attending the primary school on Jura. At the high school in Oban it became Doug. At university in Edinburgh, where we met in the late ’40s, the ‘U’ got dropped and he became just plain Dog. It was a sort of joke, but it stuck. He decided to drop the ‘Mc’ when he fell out with his father. So now he is known across the literary world as Dog Ledger. He spends most of his life in his cottage in the Pyrenees. It was as a student that he invited me up to stay in this house at the northern tip of Jura. And yes, of course, we were lovers for a while, but that was all decades ago. That said, there are still some of the frissons ex-lovers can have at times. Not that I would be interested. If and when I need a man, I need a young man.

         

         
            * Cynthia being a better ‘shag’ was the word in John’s mind and not the sort of language used by me, George Orwell.
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