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			1

			The anchorman smirked as he dismissed Marjorie Lemming’s reported sighting of a patch of blue sky. It had been twenty-seven years since the sun last appeared over London. The guest meteorologist agreed the claim was absurd. She was after all a Non-Worker, or simply a Non. Besides, Marjorie may well have had a drink or, worse, slapped on a sanctioned hit of heroin, before appearing via halo-screen on the show to make her ridiculous claim.

			Ever since the Automation Revolution, fewer and fewer people had jobs or contributed to the system. The gradual classification and eventual segregation of people into Workers, Non-Workers and the Unregistered never received official approval. It was an organic process, and successive administrations across the globe adopted the terms and legislated accordingly.

			Robert Corrigan was watching from his favourite armchair in his old ground-floor flat, a residence situated in a part of town avoided by people of value. He flicked his wristpad and the halo-screen dissolved, and his gaze naturally drifted across to the window and out onto the street. The suffused sunlight was constant, whether it was daybreak, midday, or dusk. Time and the sun had become less well acquainted with one another once the doldrums had settled in.

			He had lived alone for longer than he cared to remember and, if called upon to do so, would have struggled to pinpoint when he first realised he enjoyed solitude. No singular moment sparked an epiphany; and it was not a construct or part of a wider strategy, it was a simple recognition of facts.

			His flat bore its abject neglect well enough. The walls had been painted French-grey years before, a colour scheme chosen with the help of a virtual salesman. He liked the front room with its large windows. The room had a fireplace, and he’d spoken with the neighbour upstairs, who’d agreed to have the chimney cleared. She was a dotty old thing who had once been an Olympic gymnast. She’d returned from Beijing with a bronze medal and the locals had taken to calling her Miss Champion. The name had stuck. Sixty years later she struggled to negotiate the stairs or remember to lock her door.

			An old grandfather clock marked each second with the resonance of age. The sound established a connection with an irretrievable past; a time Corrigan had read about in books and found a comforting distraction. The near-constant drizzle turned less well-maintained brick buildings green with lichen and moss. Corrigan could sense the damp as it crept closer. To keep it at bay, he periodically sent B4, his Mecha-Butler, up to Miss Champion’s flat to treat her walls and ceilings. B4’s reports included a schedule for the continued maintenance of their home and those belonging to Corrigan’s immediate neighbours. It was not always easy for the little droid to organise the necessary activities as the neighbourhood was populated by Nons, political outcasts, or people who suffered from an aversion to androids. Corrigan acted as arbiter when required.

			He scanned his bookshelves in search of distraction, skimming titles by Dostoyevsky, Kafka, Searle, Chomsky, Dickens and Dawkins, but nothing quite hit the spot. He’d read these authors many times over when he was younger. His mother had friends she referred to as her “bohemian butterflies”, who’d read the same authors, and it was these bohemians who had recommended them to him. That was back in the day before the sun became fully shrouded and democracy faded, leaving a subtle mimic to reign over a categorised and controlled population. She thought it disadvantageous for him to associate with a crowd she had needed to distance herself from, however. Even owning titles such as these and stacking them on bookcases could compromise him. She pressed him to focus on more modern texts instead; books that would help him navigate the world of business, books recommended for program managers and anyone involved in IT or process transformation. The bone-dry texts bored him. He preferred something that engaged his mind, transported him to less hopeless times. The archaic writers, therefore, had been companions, even comrades, in a world where he remained an intruder: Nons who made their way up were slyly referred to as Floaters among the more established Worker class. 

			

			“Always a chance they might flush you,” his mother reminded him incessantly. “If they think you’re a commie and a homo, you can kiss your Worker status goodbye. They don’t care who you do it with, of course, no, they’re not religious or judgemental like that, but one wink to the idea of equality and down you go.”

			His wristpad pinged and he tapped the glass. A halo-screen message appeared: Interview at DRT. 

			Dennett and Reece Technology. What on earth would they want with me? he thought.

			He clicked on the message and allowed the program to identify the sender and read the email with an approximation of her voice:

			“Hello Robert

			I received a job spec this morning. You were the first candidate I thought of. Please read it and let me know if you’re interested. There’s nothing about this online, so no point looking. 

			Program Manager Project Egret

			The program is comprised of three projects, each with its own departmental lead. DRT is defining the cutting edge of Whole Brain Emulation (WBE), Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Genetic Engineering (GE). Each project spearheads one of these areas of research.

			The successful candidate will have experience running multiple, complex projects simultaneously and be alert to potential synergies that might be nurtured and exploited. We are seeking the right personality to provide structure and order without undermining ingenuity or the flexibility that drives it, a natural leader to manage and support our team, someone with the vision to see beyond the probable and recognise the possible.

			As I said, Robert, it made me think of you. I know you like a challenge. Sorry it’s so vague.

			Please get back to me ASAP. They’re pressing for CVs.

			Kind regards

			Jill Waterstone” 

			The way DRT pressed keynotes made him groan. He scowled and said, “Type: Hi Jill. Please pass my CV to the client for review. You should have the latest version. I’m available any day next week. Kind regards, Robert.” Then, “Send.”

			He had been out of work for nearly six weeks. Much longer and he would need to start searching, otherwise his status could drop back down to Non – and his mother would never forgive him. The unsavoury term Non was one he remembered from a childhood spent with a mother whose “employment” enabled connections with men in senior positions. These connections came with authority and influence, the kind needed to escape a place like Haringey. Hattie Corrigan had hauled her son up the ladder from Non to Worker through sheer exertion of will, and sliding back down would not do.

			He wandered down to the split-level kitchen, instructing his coffee machine to make a macchiato. The appliance acknowledged the request with a courteous, pre-scripted salutation, and whirred, the water gurgling as the coffee was prepared. He was about to take it through to the front room when his wristpad pinged again:  

			“Hey Robert

			I sent your CV over and they’ve booked you in for 3pm on Friday the 17th. If that doesn’t work, please let me know and I’ll rearrange.

			All I can say is someone’s keen.

			Kind regards and good luck.

			Jill”

			Corrigan took a sip of coffee and wandered back to the front room, back to his armchair and the large window. A family stood on the pavement on the opposite side of Harvey Road; a lean father, an exhausted mother, and two small children. He was a black man in his early forties, and she had ginger hair, freckles and a distended abdomen. She might have been pregnant or starving. The father’s sharp beard made his features severe. His eyes were set back in their sockets, and when he stepped into the shadow of a doorway they seemed to vanish altogether. The woman appeared dazed for a moment, then she gathered the children about her knees. The little boy clung to her leg, while his sister toyed with her fingers.

			What the family was doing became evident when two older boys arrived dragging a cart. The contraption contained some chairs, an old-fashioned halo-screen projector, and an assortment of open bin bags stuffed with clothes. A pillow fell out onto the street and the woman stooped to retrieve it, but her condition made it impossible. Her daughter grabbed the pillow, and the mother’s eyes flashed with indignation.

			One of the older boys was more attractive than the others. His skin had a healthy colour and he was better dressed. He avoided eye contact with the members of his family, as if not acknowledging them might make them disappear. Corrigan assessed the youth as a good-looking mixed-race boy.

			Corrigan reclined in his armchair and placed his feet on the ottoman. He took another sip of coffee, and tapped his wristpad, opening up the previous screen. Jill’s email conveyed nothing more than information. Her personable façade had always blocked any read of the woman herself.

			He saw something move, placed his mug on the coffee table and leant forward. The father had shifted his position to stare into the deserted street. He turned to the left, then to the right, before rolling up a sleeve and affixing a patch to the crook of his arm. Mass-produced and affordable, the new form of heroin pad was called Belushi Grey, the latest drug of choice among Nons. News reports often reminded users the drug could trigger internal haemorrhaging and instant kidney failure, but Corrigan figured the manufacturers and marketers only wanted to ensure no one could file a complaint. After all, it was the only product whose customer base was more reliable than the world’s military market.

			The father craned his head back, staggered and slumped against the doorframe. In the dim light he appeared otherworldly, a vacated shell left behind while the real occupant ventured elsewhere.

			A brown cat leapt up onto the window ledge and Corrigan jumped. The animal’s eyes bore down on him with a face worn from hardship and cruelty. He gazed at the cat, and his heart gradually slowed. He looked past the ragged face to the doorway on the other side of Harvey Road. The street was deserted. Only the cat remained, like a windowsill sentinel.

			

			2

			Miss Champion woke Corrigan with her routine morning shuffle. He imagined her scuffing dry floorboards in threadbare slippers, white hair on end and her features fixed in an expression of bemusement. Her mouth hung open awaiting teeth she rarely collected from sideboards, armrests, or the edge of the bathroom sink. She was lost, adrift inside herself, and the world was a foreign shore upon which she found herself washed each morning.

			B4 appeared in the room, eager if somewhat unsteady on its roller; its large doe-like eyes more irritating than ever.

			“I thought I’d powered you down,” Corrigan huffed.

			The droid was approximately four feet tall. It coasted on a ball capable of negotiating stairs, had a pair of flexible arms, and a deep officious voice. It came with an automatic reboot system, one Corrigan would have to disengage if he wanted the droid powered down indefinitely. Although he had chosen it from a range of variants, he’d never warmed to it.

			“You hibernated me,” B4 said.

			Corrigan instructed it to prepare tea and toast, and the droid sped off towards the kitchen. He called after it, “I’ll have breakfast in the front room!”

			He sat up, swivelled and placed his feet in his slippers. The droid struggled to remember its core duties, those Corrigan had programmed with the young technician who’d delivered the device. Corrigan recalled the quality of the young man’s skin; how smooth and perfect it was. He’d found it difficult to focus on the matter at hand, and bungled the setup somehow.

			He threw on his bathrobe and paced through the kitchen to the front room. The cat must have remained on the window ledge all night. Its eyes were unflinching and far too big for its emaciated head.

			Corrigan sat in his armchair, but then returned to the kitchen to take his breakfast from the forgetful droid, and B4 followed him with a whir to the front room. He instructed the droid to clean. 

			“And don’t forget the flagstones in the garden,” he snapped. “I nearly slipped on some algae yesterday.” 

			He placed the toast on the window ledge. The cat looked down at the melting butter and its tongue poked out. Corrigan called B4 back and instructed it to put some genetically engineered tuna in a bowl and bring it to him. He made his way to the kitchen and collected the tuna from the droid. B4 lingered, so Corrigan dismissed it and went out into the communal hall and unlocked the main door.

			The cat saw him and recoiled. He raised the manufactured tuna, so the defeated animal could smell it. For a moment the cat remained wary, ready to creep away. Then hunger overwhelmed trepidation and it dropped to the ground.

			Corrigan placed the bowl on the floor, just inside the hall, and waited for the animal to venture in. Once the cat was fully engaged with its breakfast, he closed the main door and went back inside to eat his own. He left the front door open.

			Corrigan ate some toast, drank his tea, and instructed B4 to make another cup.

			The cat slinked into the room, stared at him and uttered a pitiful meow.

			Corrigan placed his cup of tea on the window ledge and went down on all fours in front of the cat. 

			“I know just how you feel,” he said.

			He placed his hand over the cat’s head, and it nudged him. He gently stroked the animal, which, no surprise, was ribbed with raised scars. Its fur was filthy; he would have to wash it. He called to B4 and instructed the droid to order cat food and a litter box. The droid acknowledged the request and Corrigan listened to it making computations and connections.

			His wristpad pinged. It was an incoming call from his mother, which he elected not to answer, but clicked open his halo-screen and watched as his mother’s message was typed out: “Answering a call from a dying woman might be an effort, but, when it’s your mum, I figure you owe me. Give me a call. They’ve put me in bloody Intensive care and I’m anything but happy about it. Love you.”

			He chuckled.

			

			Perhaps she really is going to die this time. Hypochondria’s such a long, drawn-out but, I suppose, ultimately fatal condition.

			Lazarus – for the name seemed to suit – watched Corrigan read the message and then wound himself figure-eight around his legs.

			He took the animal through to the bathroom and placed it in the tub. “You’re not going to like this,” he said, “but you have to have a bath,” and wet it down with warm water. “And I have to visit my mother,” he added. “So, we’re even.”

			Corrigan applied shampoo three times before Lazarus looked clean. The cat had limited energy and only summoned enough to manage a faint protest, beseeching his rescuer to stop with a series of fading meows. But he purred when wrapped in a towel. B4 was summoned and acted as a hairdryer – blowing hot air onto the animal via a manipulable hose – and the job was finished. Lazarus was transformed. His fluffed-up fur added several pounds to him. He followed Corrigan through to the bedroom, jumped up onto the unmade bed, and made himself comfortable.

			The ache in his chest surprised Corrigan, and he marvelled at the possibility of loving an animal he had spent less than an hour with.

			He tapped his wristpad and said, “Call Mother.”

			There could hardly have been a single buzz before Hattie Corrigan answered. She spoke without enthusiasm but not without vehemence. Her tirade included complaints about doctors, nurses, family and friends. He heard words, but his attention did not extend to absorbing whole sentences. The words collected in a list in the library of his mind, and he placed them, one by one, on the shelf:

			Incompetence

			Hurtful

			Shameless

			Humiliating

			Pain

			“Are you listening to me?” she snapped.

			“Of course,” Corrigan said, but he went on stroking and nuzzling Lazarus, and her vitriol remained as ineffectual as Marjorie Lemming’s sun. When she had depleted her reserves, he assured her of his love and ended the call.

			He raised Lazarus in his arms and said into the ragged, clean face, “That wasn’t so bad now, was it?”
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			The following day was much the same as the previous one from a meteorological standpoint. Miss Champion had roused him with her mindless shuffling, and B4 had hovered before him. Corrigan instructed it to prepare porridge and tea and dismissed it.

			Lazarus stretched out a paw towards his face. Corrigan wondered how he’d ever made it through a day without him. The empathy in the cat’s eyes was more substantive than any of his human relationships. Those had been a string of failures and disappointments which were not worth revisiting. These days a quick tug to holographic porn was preferable to dating.

			He got out of bed, retrieved his tea and porridge from B4 and instructed it to run him a bath. When he had lowered himself into the hot water, he called out and asked it to lay out his grey suit from Mailer’s. The bath was too comforting to leave. He kept topping up the hot water and lingered for as much as an hour before he finally climbed out and dried and got dressed.

			Lazarus appeared to sense Corrigan’s imminent departure and watched him with a blend of curiosity and agitation.

			

			“I often worry about the mouse in me,” Corrigan mused. He leant down and stroked Lazarus’s head. “Let me amend that,” he said as he stood up and straightened his tie in the mirror. “I often worry that I’m inside the mouse which masquerades as me. I sit inside a furry suit watching the little vermin raising my paws, perfectly aware that I’ll be overlooked. The best I can manage is a stray crumb and that, I assure you, is nibbled without hesitation or delay. I squeak my complaints down near the ground where my snout is usually positioned, sniffing out low-level opportunities for miniscule gains.”

			He enacted a scene of sniffing and searching, for the cat’s benefit. 

			“Subsistence is the lot of us lesser rodents, and I’m certainly not vicious enough to be a rat or cute enough to lift my cottontail.” He raised his backside in the air and frowned. “I’ve been struggling with my zipper, but it’s around the back and I can’t reach the damn thing. Every time I give it a go, it rides up my nape. One day my fingers are going to catch hold of it. I beg the Powers That Be
to allow this moment to coincide with an uncharacteristic flash of bravery, for, when I tear it off, I’ll stand naked before the world screaming, ‘I’m a man, a man!’” He patted Lazarus again. “And that’s quite a daunting prospect for
a mouse.”

			He had seen a mouse at the underground station earlier in the week. It writhed on its sides, its legs running like those of a dreaming dog. He considered scooping it up and taking it home in his bag. It had either been injured or poisoned, and he might have given it comfort as it died from its injuries, or he may even have saved it. Instead, he stepped around it, his back brushing the wall so he remained as far away from the suffering rodent as possible. 

			B4 spun into the room and asked whether Corrigan
would like a taxi. Corrigan considered his options and instructed the droid to place an order with Bluebird Taxis. B4 was about to leave when he asked what could be done about the droid’s voice. B4 confirmed it could be modified as required. Corrigan wondered what would suit it better. Could the droid use a younger voice? The droid responded in a child’s voice. It was an unsatisfactory, middle-class tone. He asked the droid to adopt a more working-class voice, but it was unable to comprehend the request. Corrigan mimicked the sound of his mother’s voice, and the droid managed to echo the pattern. The result was sweet, and Corrigan asked B4 to make it melancholy. B4’s eyes widened, and the droid asked what level of melancholia it should apply. Corrigan considered it for a moment, requested a level 3, which the droid demonstrated. He was satisfied with the result and instructed B4 to polish his shoes.

			“Yes, sir,” the droid said and moved off to comply.

			Corrigan frowned and instructed the droid to adopt informality mode.

			“Yes, Robert.” 

			Half an hour later Corrigan was at the door and B4
was deployed to keep Lazarus from escaping. He leant down into the hover-cab and assessed the driver, a man in his mid-thirties in a much-worn brown leather jacket. The cabbie talked at a slow, considered pace about the weather and the most recent game of Elevator, a set of physical trials where Transients competed for food, medical assistance, or the reinstatement of their status as Nons. The cabbie assured him he thought it was nonsense and hoped he didn’t mind if he called it cruel. Corrigan waved the man’s trepidation aside, aware of the nervousness any Worker felt when questioning the way things had been arranged by Parliament. There followed a string of news updates borrowed from the latest broadcasts, including news
that Marjorie Lemming had been arrested for political agitation.

			Corrigan listened and placed words like undesirable books on an archaic shelf:

			Dissident

			Transient

			Detainment

			Strength

			Freedom

			The driver was an attentive listener and had absorbed the morning’s propaganda without missing a syllable. The content and drift of his constant chatter were aligned with government policy, and it referenced no worrying texts, but his voice occasionally shuddered with suppressed emotion. It was as if the meaning he meant to convey – the covert message – was more emotional than intellectual. His gaze settled on his passenger and Corrigan felt some dormant fervour stir and flit around the city where it rose around them. The cab hovered over the hospital before the driver brought it down beside the main entrance. Corrigan alighted and the driver smiled through the window at him. Much to his chagrin, Corrigan was immediately ensnared, and he scowled, turned away, and walked into reception.

			The antiseptic scent of the place made him uncomfortable, and the receptionist barely registered him. He asked where his mother’s room was, and she provided a set of instructions she soon realised he was incapable of following and summoned a Mecha-Assistant. The droid guided him to a lift, along several corridors, up a flight of stairs, down another corridor, and onto a ward.

			His mother was sitting up in bed, pillows wedged
behind her. She scrolled through pages on a halo-screen and tutted when she saw him approach. She told him to sit down, but as soon as he did, she barked at him to get up, make himself useful and bring her some water. He collected her jug and walked out in search of a place to refill it. The Mecha-Assistant showed him where to go and accompanied him back to his mother.

			“Might have died of thirst,” she said, “waiting for
you.”

			He did not respond to her provocation but poured her some water and sat beside the bed. On second thoughts, he pushed the chair back, which scuffed the linoleum.

			She glared at him with her keen eyes. “It’s terrible in here,” she said. “They’ve no idea how to handle an old girl. All fingers and thumbs, specially round me Netherlands. They’re a dreadful lot. And you, you let them do as they like. Leaving me in here, as much as rot before you’d notice.”

			Her monologue rolled on in a similar vein for half an hour and he listened patiently, once again storing away words rather than sentences. She admonished him, again, for reading writers who did nothing but stoke his sentimentality.

			“We’re all outside the clubhouse looking in like a bedraggled cat, Bobbin,” she whispered. “None of us gets a say in anything that matters.”

			He nodded. He agreed, in a loose sense, with almost everything she said. And then she came out with a line that was a volume unto itself, “I never thought to suffer so as I couldn’t make sense of it.”

			He wanted to take her hand, just as he had wanted to rescue the mouse and bring it home for a quiet death. She studied him, and her expression became something awful. There was regret in her eyes, but what Corrigan found insufferable was her pity.

			She told him how the tumours had grown and blocked her, so she defecated into a bag that regularly split and spilt its fetid contents into the bed. The way she put it, the words she used, were calculated to provoke a reaction. He acknowledged what she said as if she were complaining about a domestic problem, a clogged sink or gutter. His dislocated response had a calming effect on her, and she reclined.

			

			He poured her another glass of water and promised to visit the following evening. When she frowned, he told her about his interview at DRT. She perked up, laughed, and pointed at the equipment to which she was connected. The DRT symbol was apparent everywhere, and he was astounded not to have noticed it sooner. He wanted to know why they had attached sensors to her head.

			“Nurse says it’s to alert them to pain,” his mother said, “but honestly, Bobbin, I can do that with me buzzer.”

			He felt memories tugging him into the past when she used her childhood name for him. Her collapse was in no way tethered to the things she had done to elevate her son. The cancer was as opportunistic as she had taught him to be. He wished her goodbye and made his way back to street level. He ordered a collection from Bluebird Taxis. After a moment’s reflection, he requested the driver who’d brought him to the hospital. The hover-car descended not more than ten minutes later. He gave the driver an address. The driver looked taken aback and asked Corrigan to confirm the name of the establishment.

			“Yes, Palais-Culo.”

			The cabbie shared a few more recent headlines and his thoughts regarding the latest version of a new line of genetically engineered eggs and poultry. Throughout, he kept his eyes on the passenger whenever he could.

			Palais-Culo was a tall, thin, marble-fronted building. It stood on a roundabout near Billingsgate fish market. The peculiar, wedged shape of the architecture and the sheen of its wet, black stone made it ominous. The wrought
iron gate was open, and an ornate entanglement of bronze arms caressed the gilded word CULO. Corrigan alighted and asked the cabbie to wait for him. 

			“Just a quickie, then,” the younger man said.

			Corrigan did not respond. There had been the slightest quaver in the Pole’s voice, and the response made him feel like he was cheating. He walked up the steps into the house and was met by a Mecha-Butler similar to his own. The droid asked the client what he required. A menu was brought up and Corrigan scanned through it, rolling up one image after another with his finger. The young men were all fit, well made, and posturing. Corrigan selected 1232 for his eyes and the texture of his hair. The model was Polish in appearance, but perhaps not as rugged or interesting as his driver.

			The Mecha-Butler checked their system and led Corrigan to a room. He opened the door to reveal 1232 kneeling on a bed. The prostitute’s body was oiled, and he was fully erect. Corrigan closed the door and allowed his needs to be serviced. The encounter was swift and rough, as requested. He felt the young man unload himself, clung onto his shoulders and finished himself off.

			Corrigan got dressed, hurried down the steps and returned to the awaiting car. The odour of sex shamed him, and he found eye contact awkward. The driver studied him for a moment and then lapsed back into repeating the results of the day’s game of Elevator. Corrigan extracted keywords and placed them on a shelf:

			

			Miserable

			Desperate

			Deplorable

			Accidental

			Painful

			Denial
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			Denial.

			The word lingered, and Corrigan had to wonder why. Yes, he told himself stories; yes, he indulged in daydreams and toyed with fantasies, but these were nothing more than respite from an otherwise interminable life. He did not agree with his mother’s diagnosis that he was emotionally stunted, however. It was simply not true. He felt – had always felt – a great deal, but he could manage it and never felt overwhelmed. That was, after all, why she pushed him along such an enervating career path.

			Lazarus stared at him from the end of the bed. He leant forward and stroked the animal, who responded by stretching full length and purring, like a woman might, he supposed.

			At Corrigan’s instruction, B4 unlocked and swung the double doors open onto the garden. Insect retardent screens folded into place to protect the flat from infestation. The material appeared to breathe, ready to respond to Corrigan’s presence. As he stepped into the garden, the screen furled open and closed behind the homeowner and his cat. The light rain did not have the energy to fall, instead it floated, wafting horizontally at the slightest movement of air. Lazarus joined Corrigan on the bench beneath the awning. The out of work manager had taken An Exhale the night before, a slow-release insect repellent capsule. The mosquitos and midges which flourished in the wet climate subsequently left him in peace. A dragonfly fluttered into the garden and alighted on one of the hardy white roses that thrived in the humid conditions. Corrigan had always appreciated the design of these elegant insects. They reminded him of his youth when something resembling a summer with occasional interludes of sunshine still drew dragonfly nymphs from clear pools to metamorphose. They mesmerised him as a boy and they mesmerised him still even though their numbers had increased, and they were now as commonplace as hovercars and mecha-servants. He could hear the droid in the kitchen. 

			“Prepare lunch,” he called, “and read through the WBE report as you do. Then lay out my Atelier suit.”

			The droid commenced reading the report on Whole Brain Emulation whilst it prepared one of Corrigan’s favourite lunches. It was healthy and covered his needs, but it provided less comfort than Lazarus could with a single nudge. The ragged cat had woven itself into the fabric of his life, and made him feel secure in ways he could not define.

			Certain lines from the report brightened Corrigan’s imagination:

			“Simulation mimics outward results. Whereas emulation mimics internal causal dynamics.”

			

			“Ah,” Corrigan said, “a brain emulator is detailed and correct enough to produce the phenomenological effects of a mind. All very well, but we’re decades from anything serviceable.”

			The roadmap proved DRT and its competitors had achieved no more than a brain database. None had yet managed a functional brain emulation, let alone anything species-generic, and that was necessary before individual brain emulation could be considered. Beyond this barrier lay mind and personality emulation.

			His interview was at two o’clock, and Corrigan was aware the role was not on a path of least resistance. Yet something about the opportunity compelled him to consider it differently. It was a fascinating combination of research projects.

			He’d wanted to read up on Caspar Ulmer, the CEO at DRT, but there was very little online. His family fortune had been amassed pillaging the rainforests for wood. Ulmer himself had moved to Montreal and had rarely spent time in Europe or America. He preferred online meetings but conducted final interviews in person. 

			He dressed for his interview and had B4 arrange his now ring-fenced driver. The cabbie arrived in torn jeans and a brown leather jacket. He had a strong, lithe build; his face a classically handsome shape under the rough. His blue eyes were a cloudy grey and gentler than the whole. This was a contradiction Corrigan not only appreciated but admired.

			The driver’s name was Bohdan, and his constant reiteration of harmless headlines or small, largely inconsequential personal observations filled the silence. Corrigan rarely said more than a few words, but watched the driver’s eyes in the rear-view mirror as the cab flew through the skies over London. There was something
more than simple observation going on. It was clear since his trip to Palais-Culo the driver was taking an interest in the older man.

			The cab settled on the tarmac outside DRT’s central London office, a large building with well over a hundred floors. The plate glass was not segmented, and the tower appeared as a single block. It could have been an icicle, a diamond shard, or the blade of a giant knife. As he made his way through the revolving doors to reception, he caught a glimpse of Bohdan stood beside the cab. He had waited and watched as Corrigan climbed the steps and went into the building. He reminded Corrigan of a hero from an old Western, the kind of film he had hidden away on old archaic discs and secretly viewed when boredom got the better of his innate caution.

			The receptionist greeted him by name and handed him a temporary pass. The panel was ready for him on the 128th floor, he was informed. He took the card-key and walked across the foyer to the lifts, where a woman of age dressed in a dark grey trouser suit waited in front of the doors. Her eyes were pouched in sacks of loose flesh and there was a yellow tinge to their underbellies. She smiled at him, and he had to wonder whether her fine white teeth were honest. She intuited something and shook her head.

			

			When the lift arrived, he allowed the woman to enter first.  

			“One hundred and twenty-ninth,” she said with an American accent, her imperious drawl almost unbearable. Corrigan wanted to slap her old chops but realised she could be a member of the interviewing panel.

			He observed they were going to the same floor. Or were they? Damn. What did the receptionist say? He watched the floor numbers as they sped by, hoping for a recall. 

			The woman dug around inside her handbag for something, then pulled out a leather-bound notebook with a metal clasp and clicked it open. The pen inside was gold with a diamond stud. She scribbled, and Corrigan glimpsed the word presumptuous. He admired the curve of its letters, how smooth they were, like the contour of a blade. But he regarded the woman and her leather-bound notebook as one might observe roadkill.

			Presumptuous.

			The ascent was fast, tranquil, and Corrigan was relieved the lift offered no external view. Lifts that ran up the outside of buildings always made him edgy.

			“Floor 129.”

			The doors opened. He allowed the woman of age to leave first and watched as she made her way towards a desk. The receptionist was a pale-skinned young man who acknowledged her with a polite nod and, “Good morning, Belinda.” He had a somewhat distant quality about him,
as if he would rather be anywhere else. 

			“Afternoon, Michael,” the woman said. “I assume the others are here?”

			Michael assured her the board was assembled.

			Corrigan met the receptionist’s steel-blue gaze. Nothing about his presence appeared to impress the pale-skinned young man in any way, but he asked how he might assist, his tone heavy with disdain. Corrigan squared his shoulders and told him he had an appointment at 2pm. He was asked to confirm his name. Michael then flicked open a halo-screen, scanned various files, and eventually opened one containing Corrigan’s details. He tutted. “Your interview is on floor 128 not 129.”

			Corrigan nodded, and the young man indicated the stairs, his tone heavy with condescension. Corrigan considered descending to street level. 

			Good God. He grabbed the handrail between 129 and 128.

			How the hell did you fail to recognise Belinda-bloody-Reece?

			He had just stared at one of DRT’s founding members like a carcass on a highway. He broke out in a sweat. Less than a flight of stairs separated him from his interview or the full descent to Non; from a path of much resistance to an armchair in a large window overlooking a street.

			A woman in her early twenties, with long hair and fingernails, confirmed Corrigan was expected and asked him to please take a seat, and someone would be with him shortly. She then frowned behind the large mahogany desk and admonished him for being late. He apologised, but she had no interest in hearing him finish his story about going to the wrong floor, and he had no time to dwell on his tardiness, as a tall, thin man with greying blond hair marched along the hall and surveyed him with cold eyes. 

			“You’re late,” the man said in a clipped German accent. “My name is Professor Draseke.” He offered Corrigan his hand and his skeletal fingers made the handshake unpleasant. “If you will follow me, please.”

			Draseke’s heals clipped the polished tiles of the corridor and Corrigan watched him from behind as he kept pace behind him. Through a glass wall, a droid could be seen preparing a tray of instruments, and it greeted them with a familiar voice when they entered the room. Draseke noted how Corrigan registered the cranky New York drawl with a raised eyebrow.

			“The company’s voice is modelled on Belinda Reece’s own inimitable lilt,” Draseke said. “She is more than just our founder; she is sewn into the very fabric of our IT estate.” He gathered some papers. “I will leave you with Constance.”

			“Constance?” Corrigan asked.

			“Our Mecha-Medic.”

			The professor swivelled on his polished shoes and left the room without further interaction.

			The droid was efficient and immediately directed him to a toilet, where he was asked to provide a urine sample. Although he needed to urinate, it was initially impossible to entice even a drop from his bladder. In his mind, he moved all thoughts and images of Belinda Reece into a storage file – the shiny bathroom was reminiscent of the lift he shared with the founder – and the sample was complete.

			He handed the vial to Constance, who thanked him
and directed him to roll up a sleeve. He looked away as
the blood was drawn.

			“Completed,” Constance said. “You may open your eyes, Mr Corrigan.”

			Constance then took his pulse and temperature, and led him to a simulator booth. The room was empty and, when the droid switched off the lights, very dark. He allowed the tranquillity of those precious seconds of darkness to buoy him, like the warm waters of the Mediterranean he had read about in books no one ever mentioned.

			His precious seconds of calm were then shattered by several halo-screen projections. The visitors arrived and disappeared randomly. They barked questions at him, made unpleasant observations about his appearance, and rebuked him for being late. The questions were fired at him with such rapidity he struggled to answer any of them at first. By degrees, however, he managed to regulate his breathing and focus. A broad-shouldered man appeared to be the political questioner. He wanted to know what Corrigan made of recent regulatory changes within the Asian market, what he thought of the UK government’s
plan to build, build, build, and the US president’s views
on the climate crisis. Another face, young and female, obviously an HR person or a recruitment scout, wanted to know how he would cope with disharmony in teams. The others, when they appeared, were also all white professionals of different ages. One rarely saw other races represented in more senior roles in European business settings. Maintaining Worker status was harder for non-Caucasians given the bias of recruitment engines and their underlying algorithms.

			Once he managed to assign a role to each of the visitors, he was able to answer a much higher percentage of their questions and he began to see a logic to the structure
of what was being asked. He realised, for instance,
that the difficult team members he was being asked to hypothetically manage were engaged remotely, working in China, and therefore the questions regarding recent regulatory changes – particularly relating to channels of communication between the various nations – were relevant and must be taken into consideration. He made a game of it in his mind, and by the time the room was plunged back into darkness he was in his stride and could have gone another hour of bombardment.

			Constance collected him from the booth and directed him to a desk set up with a virtual monitor. He was required to absorb a case study and provide a response – the kind of managerial nonsense he’d been doing for twenty-five years. This was followed by a virtual interview, during which he was queried about the approach he adopted in response to the case study, followed by a series of questions regarding his CV, and why he thought he was the right choice of not only program manager for Project Egret, but as a potential employee of Dennett and Reece Technology.

			His heart rate, blood pressure and brain activity were monitored throughout and, on completion of the evaluation, Constance returned him to reception where he was asked to sit and wait; the panel would be ready for him shortly. A halo-screen displayed the latest news above the receptionist’s head, and he found himself distracted by the subtitled content. Bohdan had misheard a current news item. Apparently, Marjorie Lemming had not been arrested for making a false claim regarding her sighting of a patch of blue sky in Tooting, she had been demoted to Transient status pending a trial. Her domicile had been requisitioned for a more deserving person of age, who had recently been demoted from Worker to Non due to failing health.

			“The panel is ready for you now, Mr Corrigan,” the receptionist said, and she directed him to room Z001.

			He hurried along to the appointed “room”, a glass booth designed to seat six. Four young people sat around a circular table in a joint stupor. He pressed his hand to the door, pushed, and offered a tentative hello.

			The chunkier of the men emerged from his trance.

			“Mr Corrigan! Please come in!” He stood and shook Corrigan’s hand, somewhat tenderly Corrigan thought. “I’m Tony Reece.”

			The more athletic man stepped forward. He spotted Corrigan’s blush and said that meeting Belinda’s grandson often put people off-guard. “I’m Steve, by the way. Steve Dennett.”

			The women introduced themselves as Nancy Carmichael and Linda Harris. If Tony was a grandson, were these girls nieces?

			

			“We’re not related to anyone important,” Linda chirped. Her face was fixed in an expression of genuine or fake ecstasy. It was impossible to gauge. “I’m from HR, and Nancy’s part of our People Team.”

			Corrigan told them how nice it was to meet them. The four laughed appreciatively and sat down. He remained standing until Tony requested he, please, take a seat. The New York accent made the request sound more like an order, but his smile diffused the edge.

			Steve asked whether Corrigan had ever worked for DRT, and he explained he had once worked for Clockwork, who was a subsidiary, but never for the mothership. He wished he could retract the term as soon as he’d used it, but Steve seemed to appreciate it. 

			No mention was made of the program or the individual projects in what was an informal sort of exchange. They did not ask him to discuss his skill set or to elaborate on his experience. Instead, they asked questions about where he lived, if he had any hobbies, pets, or played any sports. What was his favourite tipple? Restaurant? What did he think of President Downey? 

			“We just want to get to know you a little,” Nancy from the People Team chuckled. “The company never hires anyone without first seeing whether we like them,” she added.

			Linda grinned, obviously still in the throes of ecstasy, and said something about them needing to know if a person was the right people fit for the company.

			Corrigan nodded seriously, and followed with a weak smile. When Tony returned the smile he released a pitiful excuse for a laugh.

			Steve Dennett turned to Corrigan in earnest. “Anyone who works for the firm has to demonstrate a real can-do attitude, Bob,” he said, and the familiarity of the shortened version of his name was somehow made even more uncomfortable uttered in an American accent, and Corrigan shrank from it. Steve put on a mock frown. “You don’t mind being called Bob do you, Bob?”

			“No,” Corrigan said. “That’s absolutely fine, Steve.”

			Corrigan was then taken to lunch. He smiled throughout the inane conversation; he nodded appreciatively at their banal observations; he even laughed at the funny bits in their trite stories. Eventually Steve and Tony had to make tracks, and Bob was left with Nancy and Linda, who escorted him to the main reception area.

			“Terrie,” Linda said, “could you please book Mr Corrigan in for another interview next week? It’s role 78009.” When the receptionist confirmed the booking, Linda said, ecstatically, “You’re such a superstar, Terrie!”

			The girls then followed him out, and Nancy took his hand and told him what a pleasure it had been. Corrigan gestured towards the waiting taxi, the revolving doors behind them still in motion. “OK! You take care, Bob, and we’ll see you next week!”

			The women hurtled back through the doors and disappeared.

			Corrigan collapsed onto the back seat of the cab.

			“Should I drive you home, Bob?” Bohdan asked.

			

			“Don’t ever call me that again.”

			An expression of hurt shadowed the Pole’s face. It remained only fleetingly, but it was an honest twinge. A mosquito alighted on his cheek and injected its stinger through the driver’s skin.

			“You forget to take an Exhale?” Corrigan snapped.

			“I don’t take synthetic poison,” Bohdan said. “I use homeopathic stuff.”

			“Obviously, an effective product. You must share your secret.”

			Bohdan asked where they were going, and Corrigan asked to be taken to Eastbourne. The driver kept his eyes on Corrigan whenever the skies were clear of traffic, the hover-cab hugging the coast and accelerating where able. Grey mist wet the windows and Corrigan peered down at the broken teeth of old England. The dirty chalk wall always made him melancholy, and he asked whether Bohdan was hungry.

			Bohdan caught his gaze in the rear-view mirror and held it. “The company wouldn’t approve,” he said, scratching the spot where the mosquito had drawn blood. “And I’m on the meter.”

			“Leave it running,” Corrigan said, “and join me. I won’t tell.”

			They found a small fish and chips place down near the beach. The smell of hot fat and batter allowed Corrigan to discuss the interview in an altogether more useful perspective. “But,” he declared, without restraint, “the people at DRT are idiots.”

			

			“Americans,” Bohdan said, and put a large chip into his mouth.

			Corrigan smiled at that. He wondered how Lazarus was doing; whether he was laid out on the bed or following B4 around in hope of scraps. 

			Turning, he caught his reflection in the window and recognised not only the worn-out man sat there, but the worn-out man’s phony face. He looked at Bohdan, and the driver gave him a knowing smile. It made Corrigan uneasy. Was it that obvious he was a sham, a masquerade of a man?
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			Corrigan held Lazarus out at arm’s length and said of Belinda Reece, “What an old witch.”

			Yet how he had ingratiated himself with the Fab Four, fawning and feigning interest, his smiles as real as the old witch’s fine white teeth.

			His wristpad pinged. He put Lazarus on the floor. An email had arrived, along with a text from his mother: “Dying, if you’re bothered. Love Mum.”

			He flicked the irritating message aside and clicked open the email entitled Tier Two Interview. It was direct, simply providing the time and location for his next interview, and was signed “Kind regards, Blake Adler”.

			Corrigan accepted the invite and scrolled to a navigator page. He typed in the name Blake Adler. No media results were returned for the executive. There was nothing on the man anywhere. So he typed in the name Caspar Ulmer again, and it seemed the CEO was just as media-shy. There were pictures of the founders everywhere, just not the big guns.

			“But they’re just figureheads, these days,” Corrigan muttered. “The real power sits with Ulmer and his leadership team. And what a shadowy bunch they are.”

			

			B4 arranged a taxi for the morning of the interview, and Bohdan collected him with his customary Polish punctuality. The cabbie mentioned having tried a lab-reared egg, and other than a slightly meaty taste to the yokes, he considered them first-rate. Corrigan had worked on a project for Origination Produce. Although real
eggs and poultry were expensive, he could not stomach
the thought of eating genetically engineered products once he’d seen how they were produced. Row after row of headless, featherless, legless hens puckered eggs out every thirty minutes, the disembodied birds connected to a program that regulated homeostasis for the lab-grown mutants. The same protein and carbohydrate gloop – a kind of porridge – was endlessly recycled and passed time and again through the digestive tracts of these purely functional, non-thinking or feeling organic machines. As Bohdan was talking, he studied the back of the driver’s head and his eyes in the mirror and wondered why they had not pounced on one another.

			The cab landed in front of an inconspicuous glass dome in Hoxton. Bohdan leant out of the window. “Good luck,” he said, and when Corrigan did not respond he put the cab in flight gear, hovered and headed for the horizon.

			A door slid open as Corrigan approached the dome and he stepped inside the protective bubble. Fine oak stairs led down to an open-plan reception with wooden floors and a broad mahogany desk. The receptionist seemed inordinately beautiful, and there was something vaguely familiar about him. His parents had to be as attractive as one another to have produced someone quite so flawless. Corrigan assumed he must be a graduate, but wondered why he’d felt a flicker of recognition.

			The receptionist smiled and wished him good morning. The expression was genuine, and Corrigan responded in kind. He noted the name tag when “Jonathan” asked him to sign in. There was a degree of bashfulness in Jonathan’s face that Corrigan found heartening. He was asked to take a seat. “Adler will be with you shortly.”

			Corrigan watched the receptionist. Something about
the name Adler had made Jonathan blush and sit upright in his chair. The faintest of lines furled his forehead beneath his neatly cropped afro. It was unusual to see even a lighter skinned black man working for an operation like DRT. As was the case with all larger corporations, algorithms were deployed to ensure an exclusively Caucasian and Asian employee base. Of course, barriers could be breached as his mother had managed to do on his behalf, so Jonathan must have connections.

			It was a short wait, less than a minute, which
Corrigan was thankful for. The exec arrived, a heavyset-to-overweight, sweating, heavy-browed man, with hand extended. Their shake was evenly distributed, neither weaker nor stronger from either party, and Corrigan was satisfied with the impression of that. Adler directed him to his office and sat behind a large antique desk. He gesticulated towards a Chesterfield armchair, and Corrigan sat.

			Alder eyed Corrigan for over a minute before he spoke. He had read Corrigan’s CV and conceded he was competent. What he could not gauge, however, was the candidate’s commitment level. The exec spoke loudly, with an accent Corrigan found difficult to place. It could have been New York or Boston. It was certainly east coast, but it felt weighted down beneath a layer of snow, perhaps Maine or even Canada.

			“How’re you, Corrigan?” Adler asked, with a detectable wheeze. “The weather treating you right?”

			“The weather?” Corrigan smiled. “I’m no Marjorie Lemming.” When Adler failed to respond, he added, “The woman who recently claimed to have seen a patch of blue sky over London.”

			Adler nodded but his eyes revealed nothing. “Who’s to say she didn’t see something?”

			“She’s mad.”

			“That would be the official line, but maybe this Lemming woman saw more than just a Belushi blur.”

			Corrigan studied the executive for a moment and considered his answer. Perhaps there was a strategy underlying the thread, the way the questions in the simulation booth eventually revealed a pattern. 

			“Why demote her if she actually saw something?” he asked.

			“Hope is a tricky business. It can be a useful tool when applied appropriately, but there are situations in which it can be more disadvantageous to our goals than anything,” Adler said. The prospective manager remained silent. “I suspect you think she might have seen something.” The executive’s interrogatory eyes continued to bore into him. “Caution will only ever get you so far, Corrigan.”

			Corrigan sweated under Adler’s stare. Perhaps he should have agreed there was a possibility of Marjorie Lemming having seen something, but the threat of demotion was ever-present, and Adler held a position where decision-makers of that order were within reach.

			“I see you’ve been in for your Stage 1 assessment and met Happy and Clappy from the People Team.”

			“They were…”

			“Intense, I know.” Adler assessed Corrigan again. “You also met Tony and Steve, our princes in waiting.” He held up his hand when the interviewee attempted to speak. “Born to an unending smorgasbord, those boys have to attend one tedious soirée after another, and they love it. The kind of envoys needed to hold the money in one place. Effective networkers and diplomats but operationally they’re useless.”

			“I found them polite and…”

			“I’m sure you did Bob…You’ve skipped around,” Adler then said, “and I can’t see an intentional career path. It’s like you’re some kind of opportunist.”

			“All good management is a mixture of diplomacy, opportunism and exploitation,” Corrigan said.

			Adler indicated the projected CV. Corrigan had managed teams and led a string of successful IT projects, but he wanted to know how he felt about leading something research-based, where outcomes were not fully defined.

			Corrigan had a ready answer but coloured it with a hint of cunning. He explained how fascinated he was by the three research fields, but added his cunning: a comment
on the undefined, the unimaginable.

			Adler leant forward, placed his elbows on the desk and asked, “How’d you define that?” 

			“Keeping an open and yet incisive mind,” Corrigan said. “A willingness to dig deeper; to go off plan and seek something altogether different.”

			“It’s impossible to go off plan when there isn’t one.”
He shook his large head at his interviewee. “You’re going
to be running through a jungle where no trails have yet
been blazed. DRT employs the finest minds. What we’re doing…no one has any idea. Secrecy is…well, it’s like cleanliness to a goddamn puritan down there.”

			“Down where?”

			“The facility’s two miles down. What we’re doing hasn’t yet seen the light of day. Not that we get any goddamn real light.”

			“I assure you,” Corrigan said, “I’m as discreet as a mouse.”

			Adler observed him following that. The scrutiny was severe. “If it’d been my decision, I’d say you weren’t up to the job. The role’s as undefined as the research domain. It proved too much for Malcom Mercer. Did you know him?” Corrigan shook his head. “Mercer was a runt, but he was determined and resilient. The little bastard wasn’t up to it, though.” The scrutiny continued. “You’ll spend
a lot of time underground. There’s a need to bury what we’re doing and keep it down in the hole.”

			

			Corrigan was aware of a trickle of nervous sweat between his buttocks, yet he fixed his gaze on Adler and remained motionless in his Chesterfield armchair.

			“Ulmer wants you for some reason I can’t fathom,” Adler then said. “It might be the snake in you. But I suggest you stop riding around on your goddamn belly and stand upright. The team won’t accept a man who isn’t up to it.” The executive eyed him as if he were on trial. “Maybe it’s something in your blood, eh, Corrigan?” 

			An image of vials of blood and urine placed on
Constance the Mecha-Medic’s trolley revisited him. 

			“My blood?”

			“You know, something innately managerial.” Adler
put his feet up on the desk, with no little effort, and tapped his wrist implant. A halo-screen shone from his eyes and he scrolled through a series of CVs. Their team meant business, and he expected Corrigan to get under their skin and force the best out of them. Perhaps Corrigan could use his Non background to motivate their reluctant genius.

			“Privilege sometimes fails to breed talent,” Adler said.

			For some reason, Corrigan felt compelled to stand. “I can deal with–”

			“I’m not asking you to deal with anything,” Adler cut
in with another wheeze, viewing the standing man from under his brow. “You gotta keep a grip without anyone noticing. That’s what real leaders do. They don’t get
offered a role, they live these positions their whole lives,
are born to it, no matter what some bohemian butterfly might have to say on the subject.”

			

			Corrigan was startled by Adler using one of his mother’s phrases. DRT must have set up surveillance alongside the provision of Hattie’s high-end medical equipment. All the same, it was an extraordinary program, but it wasn’t unique from a managerial point of view. He had a way with people; he managed to nurture and get the best out of any team. He held Alder’s gaze and said, “I’m a far better leader than you’ll ever be. And I must say I’m used to more diverse teams.”

			“Diversity could be advantageous at an operational level,” Adler said, “but here at the decision-maker tier,it just won’t wash. There’s only so much room in the clubhouse.”

			Adler curled his lip, shut down the halo-screen and escorted Corrigan back to reception. He would send him some material to look at, he said. CVs, so he could get his head around the key team members. He also wanted Corrigan to come to a demonstration the following Thursday. “Goeth’s showing off the latest A Class
Guardian. It’ll be an opportunity to meet him and a few members of the board.” He then shook Corrigan’s hand firmly and was gone.

			Corrigan smiled a tease at Jonathan on the way out.
He decided not to summon Bohdan. What he needed was a drink.

			The Merry Slaughter was on the corner. There was a covered travellator pavement ahead, but he stepped out into the street to avoid having to use it. Traffic flew through grey skies above his head, mingling with swarms of tstese flies, the latest migrants from Africa.

			

			Corrigan entered the pub and ordered a whisky. The barman poured Glenfiddich into a squat glass. 

			“That’ll go on your tab, Mr Corrigan,” he said.

			When Corrigan shot him a curious look, the barman assured him DRT would cover it, so he ordered a second and went out into the garden. The awning was up, and a gas heater warmed the air at the table. He sipped his whisky.

			“How the hell am I right for this post in terms of a people fit?” he chuckled.
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			On the Tuesday of the following week, his mother
messaged and said this was it. Death. She was so insistent he rushed to the hospital and found her sitting up in bed eating a cream cake and sipping tea. She looked at him, and there was sufficient contrition in her gaze to prompt a smile from him. She held up the cake and told him how good it was. When he rolled his eyes she insisted even the condemned were allowed a final meal.

			“You’ve not been condemned,” he said.

			“I’m one of those awful people who look their best when most unwell, Bobbin, me luv,” was her response.

			She patted the bed. He weighed his options and decided to sit on the chair. She put down her tea and inspected him. One of his contact lenses chose this moment to fold in the corner of his eye. He dug around in the watering socket and cursed. Having managed to pull out the errant lens, he held it up to the artificial light.

			“It’s ridiculous wearing bits of old plastic in your eyes when a surgeon could sort you out,” she reminded him. “And he could implant a halo-screen for you while he’s at it. You mustn’t live in the past like you do, in that old flat of yours. Why you don’t get a nice modern flat, I’ll never grasp. You can dump that old bookshelf full of dodgy writers while you’re at it. I mean, look what spouting that kind of nonsense did for me bohemian butterflies. No one’s seen hide nor hair of them for over twenty years. Demoted to Transients…or worse…the disappeared.”

			She rearranged herself on her pillows and winced a real wince.

			He regretted his interminable irritability with her. It wasn’t her fault she was dying. He decided to stay with her for an hour. She obviously craved time with him, and it was a small sacrifice for the peace and quiet of her reluctant gratitude. He brought up a halo-screen and they watched her favourite reporter interviewing a senator. 

			“He’s such a wanker,” his mother said. 

			He agreed, and they shook their heads in unison. The US had suffered the same problems for decades – the political elite continued to distance themselves from the masses, and the environment had essentially been written off – and they never made any progress.
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