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ONE


It was the junior’s first birthday. That day, he became one year old. Nobody at work recognised the date, but the junior knew, and back in the home they shared, so did his senior. To the junior, ‘one’ seemed like a nice round number. If anyone asked how long he’d been going, he could now say, ‘About a year.’ He smiled to himself as he went about his working day, then left at clocking-out time. A whole year in the world with no issues and no complaints. It felt good, to be one.


The air smelled hot and dusty; another scorcher in an endless line of scorchers. Guys sold sliced fruit and canned soft drinks from barrels full of ice. Trams slid by on gleaming rails. The street was full of bodies, full of other juniors and seniors crammed onto the pavement. He recognised a few folk from his shift, but he didn’t go with them. Today, he had plans. Moving through the crowds on the Dalkeith Road, going against the grain, he requested help from his system. It asked him: What do you need? He replied: I want a lift. He stood on the kerb for a moment, feeling his system access the field around him. A few moments later, a speeding bike crested the hill.


The courier’s shirt was dark with sweat. ‘Buchanan?’ he asked.


‘That’s right.’


The junior climbed up for a backie and the courier set off, weaving into traffic and coasting beside a passing tram. There were others going by bike too, most of them heading in the junior’s direction: towards the north of the capital. He stood firm on the stunt pegs, holding the courier’s shoulders, watching Edinburgh as it went by. On corners, he leaned into the curve. He eased back when the courier braked.


‘Busy day?’ the junior asked.


‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ the courier replied, shaking his head.


His system informed him of the time: 18:30. He needed to reach the pub by quarter to, because his senior expected him by then. Alastair, his senior, needed him, so he couldn’t be late. The evening in question had been in their shared calendar for a few days now: drinks with Caitlin, his senior’s girlfriend. That morning they conversed quietly with each other over breakfast, after she left for work. What might she want? Why all the secrecy? Alastair told the junior Caitlin probably wanted to get married. They were at that stage in their relationship.


On North Bridge, the traffic looked likely to block itself. A tram sat in the middle of a busy intersection, preventing movement, and the courier was forced to bump up onto the pavement. People there stepped aside. The junior hissed through his teeth but didn’t complain; they were now running late. His system told him: 18:38, and the pavements and roads across the bridges were rammed.


‘Is a diversion alright?’ asked the courier through heavy breaths.


‘Just get me there,’ he answered. ‘Five minutes.’


He closed his eyes as the courier veered sharply to the right, swooping round a Step-Stone van to head downhill towards the parliament building.


‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘Hurry up.’


He wasn’t sure if he felt quite as optimistic as his senior did. As far as he could tell, Caitlin was not happy, and certainly didn’t appear to be in a proposing frame of mind. As long as he’d known her – one year already – she’d been off. Partly, the junior was to blame, but mostly the fault lay with Alastair.


Time pressed on. The courier brought them past Holyrood and up into Leith. He stood for the sharp incline, rocking the bike from side to side, but it seemed likely they’d be late. The junior tried not to get pissed off; the guy was doing his best. He started to feel a little queasy, a by-product of letting his senior down. The area where a stomach ought to be felt empty and unsettled. His head hurt. The desire to do right by your senior got baked into every part of you, and when things went wrong, you paid a physical price.


He started to say something to the courier, but before he could speak, they rounded the hill and were flying.


‘Hold tight,’ said the courier.


‘I am,’ he replied.


They were going faster than the vehicles, than the trams, speeding downhill, warmth rushing across the junior’s face. In among the air, he could sense the field too, its power and data flowing through his body like water through a sieve.


He stood outside the pub, close to its window, and watched his senior sitting alone at a table, his legs jittering where they rested against the stool. He took tiny gulps from his glass. The junior knew how his body would be feeling, because it was his own, in a way. The junior had the same hands, the same chest, the same face. He knew how their shared throat tightened up from nerves, how their guts went cold under stress. The junior was one, Alastair was thirty-one. At first, they’d been identical, but a year of different lives had caused their looks to diverge. Now, his senior seemed pale. He wore dark rings around his eyes, as well as an untidy beard. His hair was sheared short, because who would see it?


The junior went inside, unwilling to let him stew any longer.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said.


Alastair looked up from his glass. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘She’s not here yet.’


‘No,’ said the junior. ‘I know. You needing a drink?’


‘I’m okay,’ said Alastair. He looked at his glass again, then reconsidered. ‘Aye, please.’


As the junior walked towards the bank of lockers, he submitted an order via his system: a pint of Guinness and one Junior Meal. He felt the cost debited from Alastair’s account and his system replied with a PIN for one of the lockers. On the other side, he could hear staff arranging their order, then the lamp above his locker flashed green.


‘There you go,’ he said.


‘Cheers.’ Alastair’s first drink was already gone. ‘How was work?’


‘Fine,’ said the junior. ‘Normal. Loads of long routes, but fine.’


The junior knew his senior did little with his days, so didn’t bother to return the question. Only so much you could say about scrolling on your mobile, pulling up streams, killing time. And plus today he’d have been anxious about this meetup with Caitlin.


The junior took the stool beside his senior and picked the Junior Meal off the tray. The guilt from his lateness was gone, replaced by a serious hunger. After undoing a few buttons, he slipped a hand inside the collar of his shirt, drawing the fabric back to reveal his shoulder. He felt around the peak of the collarbone, which he then compressed. A small compartment opened up along the upper reach of his shoulder, a darkly shining reservoir leading down to his inner parts.


Alastair watched the procedure. ‘What do you think she wants?’ he asked.


The junior shook his head. ‘Could be anything.’ He took the sachet in his hand and squeezed it gently, so the jellyish liquid inside rose to the opening, viscous and pale brown. He tipped it up, letting the Junior Meal slide into his reservoir. The stuff tickled a little as it glugged down, but soon a pleasing fullness entered him.


‘I said, didn’t I? I think she’s going to pop the question.’ Alastair closed his eyes. ‘I think this is it.’


‘Maybe,’ the junior nodded. ‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’


‘It’s not good,’ snapped Alastair. ‘It’s a total hassle.’


‘You’ve been together a long time,’ said the junior, doing his buttons back up. ‘What? Eight years?’


‘I know we have, but still.’


They were quiet for a moment. ‘Well I don’t care what you say. I’m excited.’


‘Good for you. You’re not the one getting asked.’


‘Aye,’ said the junior. ‘Whatever you say.’


Ten minutes later, Caitlin arrived. She had her work coat on, standing near the entrance, looking deep into her mobile so you could see its light spread across her neat features. She was tall, with excellent posture, and wore her dyed-white hair just off the shoulder. For a moment, she rocked on her heels, then glanced up, saw them, and came over.


The junior couldn’t help it. He carried residual feelings for her, almost like those for an ex – half bitter, half fond. He remembered what it felt like for Alastair to fall in love with her. All those long afternoons in the pub she worked in, doing things to make her smile, needing to believe she thought about him when he wasn’t there. Barely eating, barely sleeping, all his skin desperate to press her skin. Those memories were his too.


‘Hiya,’ she said as she neared the table. ‘Sorry I’m late. Another nightmare. Can I get you anything?’


Alastair said no, tipping his glass. The junior shook his head. One sachet of Meal was enough, just as the advertisements claimed.


‘Fine.’ Her eyes scanned the room. ‘Give me a second.’


‘Did you notice,’ said Alastair, once she was out of earshot, ‘how nervous she was?’


The junior watched Caitlin cross the pub floor with confidence, her face back in the mobile. ‘Hm,’ he said.


‘Listen, just play it cool, would you? Don’t go sticking your beak in. I need to get my head together.’


The junior played with the empty sachet before him. ‘No worries.’ Across the room, he could see Caitlin waiting in front of the lockers. She would be buying red wine, like always.


Back when you still got visible staff in these places, Caitlin used to do bar work. Alastair met her as a punter. A refugee from Fife, the ruined peninsula, he received small monthly stipends, deposits he quickly transformed into pints in Caitlin’s pub, located on a corner near his damp bedsit. Unlike some, she carried no bigotry against those who required assistance after fleeing their destroyed homelands. The junior remembered watching Caitlin move around behind the beer taps as though he’d been there himself.


Her wine glass landed on the table as she huffed into the stool across from Alastair. Her mac weighed down her shoulders.


‘Bad day, then?’ Alastair asked.


‘The worst,’ Caitlin replied, glancing quickly at the junior, offering him a small portion of distaste.


Another painful shift down at Arts Systems, according to Caitlin. This guy in her office, this Otis character, had been acting up again. When Otis started, they spent a lot of time laughing about his weirdness, his fashion-consciousness, his constant girlfriends, but now it appeared to be wearing on Caitlin. She said, ‘And the work itself is endless, just endless. I think I’m finished one thing, suddenly I’ve got something else on my desk.’


‘That sounds terrible,’ said Alastair.


‘Aye,’ agreed the junior. ‘Really bad.’


She met the junior’s gaze for a second time. She squinted a little. ‘How would you know?’ she asked.


‘Well … I don’t. It just sounds bad.’


She necked a quarter of her glass.


It also turned out there’d been this gallery visit, where they needed to investigate the reflective qualities of the glass used for framing purposes. Dealers were asking for a certain brand, more reflective than normal, because some in Arts Systems suggested viewer engagement increased when the public got a good, healthy eyeful of themselves alongside their artwork. Caitlin didn’t like it. Everything else was fair game, but this felt like a step too far.


‘But I’m blethering,’ she sighed. ‘Sorry. How are you? What did you do today?’


The junior sensed his senior tense up at the question. He didn’t like to reveal to Caitlin how he wasted his days at home while the junior went to work. ‘Oh, this and that,’ he said. ‘A few pies in the oven.’


Caitlin nodded. ‘Right.’


They each stared into their glasses, their eyes cast downwards, and the junior felt such an awkwardness to be there. He looked across the bar, yearning for something interesting to focus on, but nothing came to him. ‘Step-Stone was a pain in the arse today too,’ he announced. Neither his senior nor Caitlin responded. ‘Joe Pegg’s been getting on at me again. Well, you know what he’s like, Al.’


Unlike Alastair, Joe Pegg worked alongside his own junior; something that was still pretty rare. At first, it was unheard of, but then Charline Mossmoon was on one of the interview streams and she said how she didn’t laze around while her junior worked. Instead, she doubled her output. You started seeing all these think pieces on the content feeds for and against Mossmoon’s proposition. Some wrote it was an example of good practice – Why not be more productive? Look at Kim Larson, the World’s Father himself. Was it not Larson’s manic early period that helped him perfect the technology that led to junior production in the first place? – whereas others argued that Mossmoon’s story was nothing more than boasting, and bad-faith boasting at that. What about quality of life? What was the point in the whole junioring enterprise if it didn’t provide humanity with the promised levels of free time? The argument blistered across the field in the hours after the interview ran, some calling Mossmoon a moron and others, those with juniors, wondering if she might be talking sense.


But anyway, Joe Pegg was one of those who had taken on Mossmoon’s wisdom and both junior and senior clocked in to Step-Stone daily. A decent boss, Joe Pegg, with one fatal flaw: you felt sorry for him. His stats on the field were low in prestige and health, but decently high on determination, which was enough to pull him up to middling rank. They rode a tandem bike to the office, Pegg and his junior, both stuffed into race-grade leotards. Watching them pedal up the road was enough to remind you that it was sensible to apply for your junior as close to thirty as possible.


That morning, Pegg gave the junior a hard time about his own stats – Alastair’s stats, really – saying he needed to hit their numbers more regularly. ‘I suppose he’s looking out for us,’ the junior added, ‘but man, he’s a moan.’


Caitlin watched him, then shook her head. She said, ‘I’ve been having these chats with Elaine, actually.’


Alastair jumped on this, clearly keen to move past the tension that existed between his girlfriend and junior. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s good. She likes you, doesn’t she?’


Caitlin nodded. ‘She’s a good boss. But she’s pestering me just now … There’s a job going.’


‘Oh right?’


‘Yeah. It’s a pretty big deal, actually, and she wants me to take it.’ The relaying of this information seemed to unlock something in Caitlin; her expression softened somewhat and she sighed.


‘That’s great news,’ said Alastair. ‘So what’s the deal now? Do you have to apply, or is it a done thing?’


Caitlin nodded. ‘It’s a done thing. If I want it, it’s mine.’


‘And what does it involve?’


‘Well, it’ll be a secondment. This other agency needs someone from Arts Systems to consult on PR.’


‘That’s amazing,’ chipped in the junior. He couldn’t help it.


Caitlin paused. ‘Is it?’


‘It sounds like more responsibility, more excitement … I don’t know?’


‘Well,’ said Caitlin. ‘What if I tell you the project’s based out at Uist? What if I tell you the secondment involves setting yourself up there for, like, three years? Does that sound good?’


A silence fell on the table. After a moment, Alastair said, ‘Wait. What?’


‘It’s true,’ said Caitlin.


‘I don’t know what you’re saying here,’ said Alastair.


The junior felt confusion radiate from his senior. Perhaps his own mind was a little sharper, because he thought he could see where the conversation was headed.


‘It’s a good offer,’ said Caitlin. ‘Elaine wants me for it, and I want to take it.’


‘I’m sorry if this comes across as mean or whatever, but I’m not happy about this.’ Alastair shook his head. ‘I’m not happy one bit. Three years? Uist?’


‘The Scolpaig spaceport,’ said Caitlin. ‘I still have to confirm it for definite, but I think I’m going to.’


‘But what about me?’ asked Alastair. He put his hand out on the table. ‘What about us?’


‘Al,’ she sighed. ‘We’re done.’


‘Done?’


‘We’ve been done for a while now. We both know it, don’t we?’


‘I didn’t know it!’ exclaimed Alastair. He looked briefly to the junior, who kept his eyes firmly on Caitlin. ‘Why am I always the last to know?’


Caitlin frowned. ‘Al, I’m tired of being a third wheel. I’m tired of him, hanging around the flat like a ghoul. The ghost at the feast. You know how I feel about juniors.’ Now she met his eye. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not prejudiced, you know that, but it’s not for everyone.’


The junior shook his head. The less he said, the better. She didn’t like the junior, it had to be admitted. They’d carried on a long conversation, Alastair and Caitlin, through his late twenties, about whether he’d go in for junioring. Caitlin was a few years older and could have signed up whenever she wanted, but hadn’t. Wouldn’t. Was turned off by the entire process of copying oneself and living beside the result.


‘But I asked you,’ said Alastair. ‘We spoke about it, for months it felt like. I always told you that once I turned thirty, I wanted to go for it. I said I’d be silly not to, with the scheme Pegg worked out for us, didn’t I?’


‘You knew you would do it from the start, but you made me talk about it for long enough that it was like we’d agreed. I realised whatever got said, he was coming.’


‘That’s not fair.’


‘It’s true, Al. You know it is. And the thing is, if it worked out like you said, then fine. Fair enough. If you got your precious junior and suddenly you were happy and successful and making the most of your life, then fine. But that’s not what happened, is it?’


The junior sensed his senior bristle at this. He didn’t take criticism lightly. They were trying to work on it, for the benefit of his stats.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Come on. Things have changed since he came. Things have got better. I’ve got all this free time, I’ve been making plans. My stats went up, you can’t deny that.’


‘I don’t—’ Caitlin began, before pausing to lower her voice. ‘I don’t care about your stats. I’ve never cared about them. When we met, what sort of stats did you have then?’


‘I had fuck-all stats,’ he replied.


‘Exactly,’ said Caitlin. ‘And—’


‘But it’s only been a year. That’s not long enough. All I need is to get them a little higher, then who knows what’ll happen. If you get high on prestige, you might end up with a stream of your own.’


Caitlin sighed. She shook her head. ‘All you do is sit at home. You sit on your arse and sit on the field. You’re barely living, Al.’


Another silence, the truth and pain of that last comment poisoning the air between them all. The junior sniffed, then jerked into motion. He said, ‘I should head back to the flat. This isn’t anything to do with me.’


‘I asked you both to come,’ said Caitlin. ‘You need to hear this too. You’re part of him.’


He became aware of his senior slowly nodding. His face was nearly resting on his chest, but still he managed to bob his head.


‘I thought you were going to ask,’ he said, quietly. ‘I was nervous, because I thought you were going to ask me.’


‘Ask you what?’


‘I thought … I thought you wanted to get married.’


‘Oh,’ said Caitlin. ‘Oh, Alastair.’


Soon afterwards, she left. She wouldn’t be coming home with them that night. She had a room booked in a hotel somewhere and her suitcase was already there. They watched her go, following her purposeful stride through the door, along the street with the other pedestrians, disappearing into the swell of bodies behind the window. Outside, an old senior pushed some sort of wheelbarrow through the crowd, full of damaged electrical equipment, broken toasters, mulched blenders, ancient frayed cabling. Others were jostling past him, tripping on the barrow.


‘She won’t take it,’ the junior said. ‘She’s just upset.’


Alastair nodded. ‘I think she will.’


The junior decided to be honest. ‘Aye. Probably.’


Alastair breathed in sharply through his teeth. ‘Think of the stats, mate.’


This was all he could think of, even now? ‘What do you mean?’


‘Think of how it’ll look on the stats, getting dumped.’


They spent hours there, long after most of the clientele left. Alastair pulled up orders on his mobile – pints and shorts of whisky – and the junior went to collect them, returning the empties to the appropriate space. Those trips represented nice breaks from the mood back at the table.


He brought the next round over. Alastair accepted the drink to his hand without looking up. He said, ‘I feel sick.’


‘Do you know what day it is?’ the junior asked.


Alastair shook his head. ‘Tuesday.’


‘What date.’


His senior burped.


‘It’s my birthday.’


‘What? No, it’s not. My birthday’s June the—’


‘Not yours, mine. A year ago today I came out the plant.’


Alastair stared at the junior below wonky eyelids, then shrugged. ‘Were you expecting a card?’


His senior was unsteady on the way back. The junior put an arm round his shoulder to help, assisting him through pockets of street people, the ones hidden away during sunlit hours. Here were the gangs of vagrants, messily dressed, wearing combinations of ill-matched clothing, all of them scarred around the mouths and eyes. At one point, he had the sensation that this giant bloke was following them: a huge beefcake in a long, greenish jacket, wholly bald, and despite the size of him, able to creep. The junior kept seeing his shiny pate bob above the crowds, always in the direction they walked, but told himself he was being ridiculous.


They came to their home street. On one side was a row of sandstone tenement apartments, on the other a tiny park with swings and a roundabout where children ran around in the day, groups of motherly juniors chatting on the benches.


They went up the close, into the flat.


‘Hello?’ they said together.


No response. They moved from room to room in the darkness, opening doors softly, peering at the lack of Caitlin inside. They stood together in the bedroom, and the junior had nothing to say. This mirror of himself, the person in whose image he’d been made, sighed and watched the floor.


‘Listen, man,’ he said. ‘It’ll be alright.’


His senior opened his mouth to respond, to fire back that no, it wouldn’t, but before he could speak, a crash came from the far end of the flat.


They surged out, together, dashing along the hallway, pushing by each other at the kitchen, to emerge into the empty living room.


‘Caitlin?’ asked Alastair.


But no one was there. All they found was the coffee table upended, on its side, the little candle and the cracked cactus pot on the floorboards, a few dusty books splayed out beside them.


Unable to explain this phenomenon, they wrote off the sound, disregarded the tipped table, and took themselves to bed. The junior waited outside the bedroom door to hear his senior snore, then went to the box room to indulge in his equivalent of sleep. For a long time, for hours, nothing moved in the living room, not even the particles of dust suspended in the moon’s light. The very definition of an empty room.


Then, for a few moments, a spark appeared, up near the ceiling. A sound too. A man’s voice asking, ‘What?’


It was like the room held its breath. A few minutes passed, then the spark returned, a tiny molten spot hanging above the mirror in empty space. Next, it connected itself to another point at the base of the bookcase, a string of light hanging in the air. The voice spoke: ‘I don’t know!’


The beam existed for a count of ten, then moved itself around. It consolidated into a shape, an amorphous blob, which then formed the outline of a person. It was the figure of a man. If pushed, you would be forced to call it a ghost.


The man, the ghost, blinked. His mouth opened. He took a step forward and held out his hands, pawing through something unseen. He moaned or growled or hummed. If Caitlin or Alastair or the junior were present, they would have seen right through this spectre as it grasped at the air and created small sounds of consternation and anger.


He said, ‘It can’t be right. The controls are set all wrong.’


He took another step forward, then vanished before the other shoe could drop. Silence, again. Nothing.









TWO


A tall figure moved through the crowds, towering above the other pedestrians on the street. He had watched the junior and senior enter their tenement, then he departed, heading south. He stomped uphill now, away from the shore, aiming for the hulk of volcanic rock that dominated the city’s CBD, a maze of skyscrapers and luxury housing blocks. Even this figure seemed small as he passed under that crazy architecture: inverse pyramids, columns of bubbles, frozen fountains of cool, flat glass, pale on the panes facing the moon.


The man barged through crowds, stopped traffic when he stepped from the pavement, making his determined way towards the few patches of green beyond that antic centre. The southern neighbourhoods were more spread out, more leafy, more free of billboards and argon lighting and noise. In time, he came to one building in particular, a great villa formed from bricks of pale rose: Summerfield House.


The 97ers moved in two years back. The summer before last, during yet another season of scorchers, they banded together from their separate groups, a member having stumbled across the abandoned kiddy home during a futile shroom hunt. They arrived by night, smuggling themselves inside; not that anyone watched out. These were upper-middle-class lands, and the building was blanked as an eyesore. No one observed the darkened figures rush blind across the Meadows, carrying packs and satchels and towering rucksacks. No one heard the rattle of canteens and jerrycans and foldaway cutlery, as night by night the new inmates massed through a broken cellar window, slipping in like gas.


Now, the building’s interior was as ruined as ever. In that evening, room after room was filled with collapsing bunks, springs poking out their mattresses to snag socks and skin. Rooms held rusty bathtubs wrapped in bedsheets to protect against tetanus, held fetid hovels rank with black mould. Here, there was no full connection to the field; their only concession to the age was a single bulb wired atop the gusty roof, positioned to bring power to the lower places. Data was forbidden. Most rooms’ walls crinkled with pasted tinfoil, a useless defence against that all-encompassing field. Data moved through them, whether they liked it or not; content and streams and pure data swam in three dimensions, choking every corner of the building, dying out a half-mile above in weak air.


In the two years since their occupation, the new inhabitants had leaked into all areas of Summerfield, taking up all spaces. On every floor, these squatters plotted and schemed. They smoked black-market rollies and popped Smurf. They held séances and used Ouija boards in vain attempts to contact their long-dead heroes.


For the residents of Summerfield House, the 1990s would never die.


The building had been constructed in the late Victorian period. Originally purposed as a home for the city’s runaways and orphans, Summerfield had initially been administered by a cruel and esoteric brotherhood. After those priests departed, the building moved through various other incarnations, before sitting vacant for long, long years. Now, in an upper room, a meeting was in progress. The 97ers were non-hierarchical by design, but human nature dictated that a few chunks of cream would rise to the top. Assembled there, in a space once put aside as a schoolmaster’s garret, were three: Hirst, Mandelson and Spencer. All were aware of a great rumbling from below, as several members moved a castor-legged snooker table from room to room, its journey’s purpose unclear.


Hirst, their leader, was the only one standing, his back to the other two, facing the cramped window. One of the few Anglo accents heard within the building, he grew up rural. His family eked out a living in flooded Humberside, marsh-sifters and hunters of eels. The 97ers’ leader was rail thin, his features those of a rodent.


He said to the window, ‘Fine night tonight.’


Behind him, Mandelson and Spencer scratched runes into the tabletop. At his words, they raised their heads from the surface, from carved-out 97RULESOKs and other glyphs, from pubes of tobacco droppings, from smudged pencil shavings, from the apple core Spencer had lately munched. He was one hundred per cent, dyed in the wool, complete and utter city scum, Spencer. Pure dregs, his DNA, and proud of it. In his veins ran the adrenalised consciousnesses of vandals and glue-sniffers and mince-eaters. He was gigantic and muscular and on his knuckles were written: CRAP and PISH. His skull was hairless. Spencer could not give a single solitary shite about whether or not the night was fine, so said nothing.


Mandelson, a little different. She was minuscule in Spencer’s shadow, spring-haired and lean. A refugee from the ruined peninsula, growing up in Fife just like Alastair Buchanan. If she had a feed, and if her feed was linked up with Alastair’s, there’d be connections in common. They all knew each other, mostly, or were friends-of-friends, the survivors. Her entire family were carbonised, and Mandelson never quite managed to overcome that teenage devastation. She bolted up some mornings from night terrors of frosty firth water, dreaming horizons ablaze like in the cartoons her mummy used to stream. Steely, you would say. High on determination, if her stats were accessible.


She went to stand behind Hirst, to peer through the bottom-heavy glass. Fair enough, a nice night. ‘Uh huh,’ she said. ‘And?’


‘Just an aesthetic judgement,’ said Hirst. ‘Nothing else.’


Calling from the table, Spencer: ‘Take a photo if you love it so much.’


‘Ha,’ said Hirst, dryly.


The corners of this attic room were stuffed with detritus, items and material brushed back from the centre at some earlier date, left in heaps: coils of matted dust, emptied meal sachets, miscellaneous scraps and leaves and shards suspended by hidden cobwebs. Into one pile of mess, Spencer threw his used-up apple core.


Hirst tutted, coming away from the window. ‘Have you got to act like that?’ he asked.


‘What?’ sneered Spencer. ‘It’ll just rot away. That’s the whole benefit of fruit. No rubbish.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Hirst, sweeping away mess from his own place at the table, ‘but it makes you look like one of them lot. Wasteful.’


‘Aye, aye,’ said Spencer, mashing his vast fingers into an interlocked club. ‘Dry your eyes.’


‘Are we getting on to the meeting?’ asked Mandelson.


Hirst leaned back in frustration. ‘I’m just about to, if this one wasn’t playing the clown.’


With that, Spencer heaved himself up from the table, untold kilos of solid muscle, creaking the boards as he went rifling through the rubbish pile for his browning core, brandishing it like a pearl within his paw and then crunching it whole. ‘Waste not,’ he said.


The others watched for two, three … then Mandelson: ‘Are we done?’


Hirst got to it. He unscrolled the rolled-up message, delivered that morning by drone, sent by one of their compatriots within JNR, the place where juniors were born and monitored.


The drones were a clever bit of kit, put together by an Anglo 97er, recipient of a shipment of infant AI chips, now largely out of fashion. Once popular among bereaved parents, these chips were not designed for full junior development. Rather, the infant chips contained a generic sort of babyish personality that could be installed within inanimate objects, such as teddy bears, to ease the tortuous transition away from parenthood. Popular for a while, then understandably reviled, it turned out these chips could be hacked into drones, the destination programmed in via the mother impulse, sending the flimsy helicopters whizzing through the sky like bawling daddy longlegs. This one example had arrived a few hours previous, tapping at a window to be retrieved by Hirst, who stole the message while swatting away the crying, needy drone, squawking for milk and maternal comfort from the very coordinates it’d arrived at.


Hirst read the scroll before them. He already knew what was written there. ‘The junior’s well established at Step-Stone,’ he said. ‘He’s been there a year now and everyone seems to like him well enough.’ He folded up the little scrap, weighing it down with a tankard made from bone, and closed his eyes. ‘How did they look to you, Spencer?’


Spencer shrugged. ‘They were sitting together in this pub. The senior keeps drinking, keeps drinking all night. Then they walk home together back to their flat. They looked fucking normal, like nothing.’


‘What we need,’ said Hirst, ‘is an in, and I think the job’s the way we do it. We need to get someone into Step-Stone, to grease the wheels. Then we can turn the screws on this Alastair and find out what he’s hiding.’


The lights were fading. Tankard and turnip core and busted wristwatches made shadows across the tabletop. A deep crease worked its way into Mandelson’s brow, her pupils fixed on the trapped paper. In her heart’s heart, in the childhood bedroom kept hidden beneath the bared teeth and uncombed curls, she nursed a tenderness for other refugees. Christ, she shared a hovercraft with them, did she not? Despite them all being strangers, all blackened with soot but unburned enough to be worth saving, they huddled down in those bobbing crafts, the firth’s spray invading each time they crossed a wave. They kept together and shared blankets, whispering soft consonants to each other, the entire estuary lit up by the hundreds of ships. Was that not meant to count for nothing? This senior, he must’ve been out there too, seasick and scared.


Spencer, on the other hand, cared nothing about this fucking dude, this dude and his posh-cunt junior. For him, the senior was a black silhouette with a white question mark held within its limits. Would always be so. If there was anything he hated, posh-cunts was it. There was no jealousy. Spencer wanted to be on the field like nearly all conscious minds wanted to be on the field, but the other shite, they could keep it. The twenty-four-hour gyms and recording the exercise so you could log it for stats, those pipes – flumes – into your house all hours of the day and night, clogging it up with what? With fuck all. Spencer considered the others round the table posh-cunts too. He tuned into that frequency all his lot possessed, the inaudible hum of being looked at down someone’s beak.


An example: one season of boyhood, babyfat Spencer found himself signed up for Brazilian jiu-jitsu lessons in this hall, its floor blackened by plimsoll scuffs. The instructor, this wang with a goat beard, called Spencer a natural. Spencer kept going. He excused himself from normal duties, saying to the mates he was helping his grandad do up a speedboat – a speedboat?! – down the garages at the back of Hong Kong Kitchen. A sort of truth: at the end of lessons, the hall began to fill with the sweet reek of frying rice with prawns and eggs and little hard chunks of pork. Kept going, got better at the moves, kept getting partnered with this one lad Chris Hobson. A funny lad. Posh-cunt funny.


Chris wore one of the higher belts, blue or orange or something, and he said to Spencer he owned these pads you could use for kicking against, but it needed two of you, and Spencer said something to the effect of, aye that sounded good, but it must be a pain in the arse if it’s just you, and this Chris said that yeah it was a bit, so did Spencer want to come round for a shot that night?


So in the early evening, out they went to the bigger houses down Lymond Road, so close Spencer could have arced a pebble across the railway bridge and chances are he’d have hit a mate doing Smurf near the tracks. These houses, man. Like something off an old-worldy stream. Kept thinking a butler was going to pounce out and toot a horn. Chris Hobson took them up a driveway and Spencer noticed the pebbles, the stones. The little pink sharp ones like on his grandad’s driveway at home. Huh, he thought, just the same. And then they were up to the place, which was very lavish, very ornate, and Chris went right on in, and the windows were taller than a person and stuck out from the front of the house in three parts, showing off the orange glowing insides, this vase of some white flowers.


And the next bit was all a confusion as Chris went marching into different rooms, asking has he got time to show Spencer the jiu-jitsu pads before supper – calling Spencer by his old name, before he got gifted with Princess Di’s – and a woman’s voice answering, saying what what, slow down, I don’t know where you are, what are you saying? This was Chris Hobson’s ma, who came springing out from one of the rooms, brushing up greyish hairs that still looked good, smiling at her son and then staring at Spencer, who used his special senses to zero in on the corners of her mouth, on her eyes’ creases, seeing everything he needed to; seeing himself in that flurry of expressions as they processed him.


‘Give us a minute, would you, petal?’ the mother asked.


Spencer went out. He nearly waited. He spent three whole minutes kicking stones with the toe of his size-ten plimsoll so they shot straight down the drive. The exact same chippings, same as the ones eight-year-old Spencer tried to draw on pavements with, the results so disappointing compared with their chalky promise.


Through the large, closed door, some sort of row was going on, ma versus son. Spencer nearly waited. He just about did, so nearly waited to hear whatever the excuse ended up being – that Chris needed to get his tea now, that posh-cunt grans and grandads were coming – then instead, stooped to scoop a pawful of gravel, thereafter showering them across the window in a brief, glassy shower of hail.


Next week at Brazilian jiu-jitsu, nothing got said on the matter, and during sparring, Spencer got this Chris Hobson in a vicious gogoplata, a gogoplata so extreme he felt Hobson’s panicked heartbeat in the bone of his shin. A wide circle of lads opened up around them, quiet staring lads, and the only sounds in the room were Hobson’s hissing nose-breaths and the squeak of his plimsolls, plus Spencer’s deep, simple laugh. Never went back to the BJJ. Didn’t want to, plus was banned. An example.


He now retrieved the message from below the horn tankard, rolling it out with two fingers. ‘So what?’ he said. ‘What do we do with this?’


‘I’m trying to think,’ spat Hirst, ‘if you’d shut your fat mouth for a second, and let me think.’


‘Think then!’ said Spencer.


In this building, there was little understanding of night, or rest, or sleep. Dim lights burned all hours of the clock, some inmates working nightshifts no one requested of them, waking insane and tight-eyed at sunset and blundering around in one-piece pyjamas, boiling up rumbling vats of porridge as others snoozed in their bunks and tubs. All night, long games got played, cards mostly, but also hide and seek, or mousetrap. The true insomniacs skinned up over wavering candles, a slow leak of tears glossing their eyeballs, the last two years existing for them as one unbearable yesterday.


In a cramped back kitchenette, two of the nightwalkers kept each other company. Insignificant low-rankers, they enjoyed little oversight from the likes of Hirst or Mandelson, and with no one to tell them when to go to bed, they fell asleep wherever exhaustion found them. Now, they played darts, despite the smallness of the room. Their tools were so blunt that good shots often ricocheted back from the board and were lost under the free-standing oven, or within the pile of soiled boilersuits blocking the outside door of the pantry. Both of them were young, barely out their teens, and Albarn especially was small. Perhaps five foot on a good day, a day of stretching out. Creutzfeldt-Jakob towered over him, a great gangling lad of knucklebones and extreme Adam’s apple. Because of the game, they never had to meet each other’s eye.


‘I’m thinking of getting out,’ said Albarn, messing with the flights of his dart. ‘I’m so bored.’


Creutzfeldt-Jakob took ages to measure his shots, stroking the air repeatedly, squinting. ‘Oh right.’


‘Aye,’ said Albarn. ‘I keep thinking, what are you doing with your life, man?’


‘I think that every day.’


Thunk. A clear miss. Creutzfeldt-Jakob loomed across the tiles to retrieve the dart, Albarn taking his place. The board hung above his head. ‘Well you know what I mean then. I keep thinking, there’s all this mad world out there and I’m spending it here, with you lot.’


‘So what’ll you do then?’


‘Dunno. Anything. Be one of them drivers for Step-Stone.’


‘Wouldn’t fancy that.’


‘No. Well, me neither. But anything. I don’t think the world’s as bad as Hirst says.’


Albarn: double-fifteen. They swapped. There was no endgame here, no score-keeping, no winding down the numbers to absolute zero. There was only the current dart, only the treble-twenty to aim for, or the bull.


Creutzfeldt-Jakob again, with his measured moving of the dart, back and forth. He said, ‘I wouldn’t let Hirst catch me saying that.’


‘Hirst,’ snapped Albarn. ‘That ponce. Why does he get so het up for anyway? Look, I get it. I get that the world’s fucked and juniors are evil and—’


‘I think you’re oversimplifying the message. No one’s saying the juniors are evil.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Do I?’


Albarn looked to his colleague’s skeletal hand, the shot still untaken. ‘Well, aye. It’s all about things were better in the old days, isn’t it? Were they though?’


Creutzfeldt-Jakob took it. The dart pranged against one of the board’s radii and rocketed backwards, somersaulting, landing within the cast-iron sink, rattling around and scraping on the bare metal.


From through the wall, a low moan came: ‘Siiilence.’


The players looked at each other for the first time that night, wary. They had thought they were alone in this back-room quarter.


Creutzfeldt-Jakob went to retrieve the dart. He whispered now. ‘But you wouldn’t want to go out and be a norm, would you, Albarn? You wouldn’t want to deal with that pressure.’


Hissing: ‘What pressure?’


‘All that field bollocks. Putting everything up and that.’


‘I don’t know. I used to like it, when I was a kid. I mind of going out to the beach with the family and they’d set up a mobile to record it and—’


But before Albarn could finish his reminiscence, a further sound came to trouble the players. They paused, breathing in the reek of rotten boilersuits, crockery caked with hardened sauces, the carpet of muddy bootprints leading from door to oven to board.


From the outer door came a scuffling, as of vermin.


Creutzfeldt-Jakob placed a finger to dry lips; Albarn nodded.


Together, they crept through the dinge, beneath the bare bulb, to scoop away the heap of shitty clothing that blocked the door. The scuffling continued.


Creutzfeldt-Jakob pictured any second the wood flying back as a shiny black boot punted in the door. Albarn thought of a fox, a good omen for his upcoming freedom. Instead, they opened up to a girl, a woman, kneeling there, looking up open-mouthed, caught in the act of tricking the lock. She stood. ‘Alright?’


‘Alright,’ said Albarn.


‘Alright,’ said Creutzfeldt-Jakob.


‘What you wanting?’ sniffed Albarn.


‘Is this Summerfield House?’ asked the stranger.


‘Might be,’ said Creutzfeldt-Jakob. ‘Who wants to know?’


The woman scowled. ‘Me, obviously.’


They let her in. She came into their hiding place and looked around. Nice clothes on her, Creutzfeldt-Jakob noticed, nice fashionable gear.


‘You lost or something?’ asked Albarn.


‘No, I’m not lost. I was looking for Summerfield and here I am.’


‘What for?’ asked Creutzfeldt-Jakob. They’d had it drummed into them by Hirst that strangers were to be distrusted. For all Creutzfeldt-Jakob knew, this was a secret agent. Not government, obviously, but who knew what private interests might come calling in the small hours to bamboozle a trusting party member?


‘What for?’ she echoed. ‘What do you think for?’


Creutzfeldt-Jakob shrugged.


The stranger rolled her eyes. She shook her head, swallowed, then produced the magic words: ‘I’m looking for … education, education, education.’


And with that, they were off. Albarn and Creutzfeldt-Jakob dragged her by the hand, pulling and jerking the stranger, a friend now, out of their hovel, finding broom handles and pans to rattle off walls and exposed piping, calling out, ‘Education! Education! Education!’ to the population still awake, rousing others, and despite the late hour this was cause for celebration. 97ers burst out dressed in curtains, in rancid finery, in kilts of perished rubber, in nicotine wedding dresses, in top hats of faded card, in soleless brogues, in bathmat capes and shoelace ties, bearded, skin shining from four-day grease.


A conga line brought the stranger through the darkened maze, her face showing surprise at the sudden influx, all through the lower corridors to the old drawing room. One wall of this vast space was taken over entirely by what had once been its fireplace; now a television sat in the hearth, programmed to play VHSs endlessly, washing the great table and tech wall in the flickering lilac of Titanic and Saving Private Ryan. A confusion of bodies in this light as everyone fought for the honour of educating the stranger. A great, leather-bound tome was chained to the table: Mullay’s Almanac 95–00: UK & Ireland Edition.


‘Any mobiles?’ someone asked her. ‘Any screens, any tablets, any phones?’


She brought a skinny piece of kit out from a pocket and handed it to the questioner. At once, they clambered up the ladder clinging to the tech wall, a surface reaching high, tiled in the cracked faces of mobiles and other screens. This one member tottered as they pulled a hammer out from the pocket of their boilersuit, a long bronze nail from their shirt, positioning the stranger’s mobile into a suitable gap, before driving the nail into its screen so all below could cheer at the sharp schok, schok, schok.


Then someone else: ‘The name, the name!’ and it was Creutzfeldt-Jakob himself nearest the almanac, Creutzfeldt-Jakob who elbowed away brothers and sisters to grab hold of the tome’s edges, leaning over it for prominence. When they backed off, he closed his eyes and spun the pages, poking his index nail down at a random entry, gifting her a name of the era, just like all others had been assigned.


‘From now on …’ He paused. ‘You’ll be called Dolly, as in the sheep.’


The crowd continued to buffet the stranger – Dolly – through the rooms of Summerfield House, more and more joining them, wakened by the racket. Soon, Dolly would be forgotten by most, one face among many, no one keeping a record of admission, but in the madness of three, four a.m., there was protocol to respect.


Only Hirst took an interest in the fresh recruit. Only Hirst came calling in the morning, having caught wind of her arrival, keen to discuss a proposition with the 97ers’ newest member. From a nearby room came the soft burble of the infant drone, where it hung from a pulley, rocked to sleep by a pedestal fan set to SCAN.


Hirst nursed an infamous hatred of the junior class. Something to do with gangmasters down on the fens who bussed in small towns’ worth of abandoned juniors to his family’s locale, pricing out honest hard-working seniors who’d sieved the land for one generation at least. Needless to say, there were zero juniors in situ within the 97ers. All of the assembled ranks were seniors to a man and woman, though rumours persisted that Shearer, for example, flirted with junioring in her previous existence. Folk in her old profession made good money and could easily take the hit if they wanted to. Shearer expressed furious indignation – as if I’ d get one of them fucking things made of myself – but that was the nature of rumour. The rest were safely beyond suspicion, hardly any of them compos mentis enough to have held down a job of work for longer than two birthdays.


In truth, few of Summerfield’s inhabitants shared Hirst’s zeal. Most were just after free board, happy to swallow whatever ideologic price the leaky roof cost. On some level, Hirst realised this. He knew his cause attracted recruits drawn mostly by the possibility of chaos, by the cell’s relaxed attitude to substance abuse. Even his trusty lieutenants, Spencer and Mandelson, did not live and breathe the cause like he did. He knew nearly all of them, even now years free of it, were absolutely desperate to get onto the field and scroll some content. When you grew up within that sort of thing, it never left you, but Hirst was different. In his early life, his family worked too hard to interact with the field; he felt no real attachment to its pleasures.


This lack of conviction in his underlings didn’t cause him much concern. To make a real change, he knew, all you needed was a single individual. All you needed was someone with enough belief, enough power of will, to create a whole new world. Or rather, to force open an older world, a better world.


Having left behind the new recruit, he walked to his private quarters, a little way off from the others. His was a small, clean room, the only example of such inside Summerfield House. It contained an iron bedframe knocked back into shape. The bed was neatly made, with the sheet and rough wool blanket tucked at the corners like parcels. A desk was squared against the wall, the drawers below full of the exact right quantity of pants and socks. On top of the desk, he kept a photograph of good old Tony B, shaking hands with Noel inside No. 10, 30th of July 1997, beside a framed compact disc sleeve of Urban Hymns. From below the bed, he pulled out a locked strongbox, containing his one guilty pleasure.


Hirst had set himself against the world beyond the house’s walls. If people there preached connection, he isolated; if they preached health, he binged; if they preached fitness, well … The old ways died hard. Shirt off and towards the window, he limbered his joints, glowering at loafers in the parklands. He began tugging and wrenching apart the secret implement, a coal of exertion relit in his breast, hoping beyond hope that neither Mandelson nor Spencer would overhear the rusty wheeze of the chest extender as he operated it, grunting, snarling, counting.


As he worked, he told himself: you are a soldier. You are a soldier for your class. Every day, he reminded himself of the high, high stakes. The world marched closer to oblivion, content to circle down the drain in a wash of onanism. He saw himself as a single groyne, one length of timber designed to hold back wave after wave of greed, of ego, of vice. At times, it felt insurmountable, but he would do it; he knew he contained the power. All of the drop-outs and loonies and weirdos nestled in the hive below him, they were his children. They were his children, and he would see his children right.









THREE


Who hasn’t, in the middle of a long, dull journey, wished they could remove themselves from its boredom? Who hasn’t, during a lengthy flight, say, felt so sick and ill with the hassle of the procedure, at the careful timing of airport arrival and security processing, that they’ve thought: this whole ordeal would be much better if I simply wasn’t present?


Who hasn’t driven long distance and wanted to plunge their motor into the central reservation out of the desire to experience something, anything, other than oncoming autoway asphalt?


Who among us hasn’t ogled with contempt their fellow commuters on trains, trams, omnibuses of all description, biting back fury at bad music streamed at full volume, or stains on the seating?


Who, during those moments of frustration, has not hallucinated a door-shaped portal – an archway in the air, its edges perhaps glowing green – through which the commuter might step, delivering them immediately to their destination, the journey having been scissored out of their life like an edit, the removal of something tiresome that we, the travellers and spectators of our own travelling, find too dull to even think about enduring?


These were the questions that led to the foundation of Step-Stone and its regional imitators. The geniuses behind Step-Stone didn’t invent time travel or teleportation technology, but they got pretty close.


Outside Step-Stone’s Edinburgh base, a few days after Caitlin’s departure, the junior leaned on the low wall that encircled the building. What a day. What a scorcher. Behind him, the stagnant pond simmered, its artificial heron bobbing slightly. The hills behind Step-Stone looked aflame from the intensity of the gorse; the air tasted metallic, full of dust.


He was dressed in Alastair’s very best gear, the real highlights of his wardrobe. Alastair had spent a good fifteen minutes preening at him that morning, plucking his hair just so, dabbing down the eyebrows with a wet thumb, running a pencil round the inside of his belt to make sure the shirt sat flush. The junior understood. He got it completely. Getting dumped, that could play absolute havoc with your stats. What worse taint was there than that of the dumped? The rejected? Just the mention of it might lose you multiple points on prestige or influence, never mind the resulting stigma, which would also mess you up, leading to a vicious circle of poor social standing. He would put in a good shift at the office, then Alastair had scheduled a gig for him with some pals that evening. They needed to show the world that the dumping hadn’t changed them one bit.


Far off down the road, the junior spotted Joe Pegg and his own junior huffing uphill on their tandem. At that, he went in through the automatic doors, right below the giant, red, faintly backlit letters that spelled out:




STEP-STONE





The junior’s first duty that day was to be present during integration. As a relatively new addition to the Step-Stone team, he could answer any questions that fresh batches of juniors and seniors might have. The juniors rarely had anything to ask, given that they could remember precisely the work their own seniors did at the company; they usually looked extremely bored during these sessions.


This morning, he sat at the back of the conference room while Pegg and his junior busied themselves at the front. A dozen people were sat in front of him, spaced out from each other, facing Pegg as he took his usual stance for the start of these sessions, feet set wide apart and empty palms cupped as though he were handling udders. The junior knew that the boss became nervous in these last moments before beginning his spiel. He said good morning to everyone, making eye contact with all present, smiling desperately, then explained how the morning would proceed.


‘So what’s Step-Stone all about?’ he asked the room.


The group didn’t respond. They weren’t supposed to.


‘Step-Stone began out in good old America, where they asked the question: why don’t we unravel … what it means to travel.’ Pegg paused for effect. ‘People enjoy that,’ he chuckled. ‘Most of the time people enjoy that. So our colleagues out in good old America, they were like, how can we make getting about a bit easier? For the consumer, I mean. How can we take the stress out of getting from A to B? And they had this idea. What if you could go to sleep in your own bed and wake up where you needed to be? Imagine that. Imagine how that would change … travelling.’ The Peggs shared an almost teary look. ‘All across the world, busy people tuck themselves into their own comfortable beds, sleep sweet dreams, while overnight dedicated Step-Stone operatives transport those customers to where they need to get to, leaving them fresh to start a day of calm, wholesome productivity, full of vigour and peace.’


‘That’s beautiful,’ said Pegg’s junior.


‘I appreciate you telling me that,’ said Pegg. ‘Thank you so much. Where was I?’


‘Step-Stone’s core values,’ said his junior.


‘That’s right. Folks, listen, I know you’ve got about as much time for corporate mumbo jumbo as I do, so I’ll give it to you straight. Step-Stone is all about convenience. That’s it in a nutshell. We’re about convenience, and we’re about using the latest pharmaceutical and transportational technologies to get as close to teleportation as we’re going to, in any of our lifetimes anyway. Am I right?’


Someone at the front said, ‘I remember all this.’


‘I know, I know,’ smiled Pegg. ‘But we’ve done core values, so if you don’t mind, let’s move on to the customer journey?’


The person shrugged.


‘So what is the Step-Stone customer journey? Let’s say you decide to go on your holidays, or you organise an important business face-to-face on the other side of the country. Nightmare, am I right? Aye, total nightmare, agreed. So, what do you do? You come to Step-Stone. You tell us where you’re coming from, where you’re going to, we send you a tiny little sugar-coated pill via flume that you take once your bags are packed, once you’re snuggled up in your bed, and the pill knocks you out. Later on, our highly trained delivery operatives arrive, uplift your luggage, uplift you, and stow you carefully – very carefully – in one of Step-Stone’s trucks. Is it comfortable? Okay, full disclosure, no, it’s not really very comfortable, but what do you care? You care not one jot, do you, because you’re out of it. You’re dreaming sweet dreams, well past the boredom –’ he drew the word out, so that dom sounded almost like doom, ‘– of long-haul travel. We deliver you to your hotel room or rented property and BAM, you wake up fresh as a daisy, ready to get on with your business or pleasure. All that’s left to do is dispose of the sanitary shorts you’ve been obliged to wear, which are of course organic and recyclable.’


‘You’ve got a good way of putting it, Joe,’ said his junior.


‘You might have guessed, but I’m very proud of being part of Step-Stone. I bought shares you know. It’s true. But anyway, let me say something. I can feel a sort of tension hanging in the air just now. It’s the m-word, isn’t it?’


Pegg closed his eyes, nodded, and took a seat, leaning with one elbow on the table, world-weary.


‘The old m-word raises its head at this point, I’m afraid. It makes sense, I hate to admit, because when you boil it down, who in their right mind takes a sleeping pill and knocks themselves out after giving a pack of strangers access to themselves in such a vulnerable position?’ Pegg sighed. ‘I get it, folks. Believe me I do. It’s the m-word, isn’t it? The old m-word raising its head. And fair play to you for thinking it, because believe me, I understand nobody wants to get molested. I understand. Nobody wants to get molested by the drivers they’ve given access to their home. I’m the last person that wants to get molested in my sleep. I shudder imagining that.’


Here, Pegg shivered to prove how much he disliked the thought of being molested by Step-Stone staff.


‘Because, deep down, we all know the temptation those drivers are operating under. Constant, endless access to sleeping Step-Stone customers? They’d have to be saints not to consider it, which is why each of our drivers is obliged to accept weekly doses of anti-arousal medicine. What could be simpler? Another tiny wee pill, and problem solved, no one gets m-worded, Step-Stone customers sleep easy as they’re driven all across these great countries of ours. It means only a senior can drive for us, but that’s a small price to pay.’


‘Listen,’ said the disgruntled person in the front row. ‘Thank you, honestly, for taking us through all this. I do appreciate it, but we know what we’re doing. We’ve gone through it before. We—’
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