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For Lily, always


For Robert, I owe you so much
and


For all our trans and queer sibs, you matter.











Turning and turning in the widening gyre


The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world


– WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, ‘THE SECOND COMING’














WALLS WITHIN WALLS within walls. Enclaves within enclaves within walls. Lives within lives, living within walls. Everybody is alone within walls, and their enclave is filled with their echoes.












ZOOM – THE GATES


THE SUN IS casting its first light over the town; sneaking up, about to peek over the horizon, like a child stealing a look at grown-ups’ party.


Inside the monotonously grey walls: rectangular, chalk-white buses are gathered, waiting. Some are lined up neurotically neat, others more scattered; some appear like gossiping groups, but all are plain, unadorned, identical, nothing on them to identify their owners or speak of their purpose. Outside the gates: black buses are nosed almost perfectly parallel into parking spots. There is nothing to differentiate the buses outside from those inside but the colour and the inside-buses’ lack of order. People in black unload themselves from the black vehicles outside, mill about the hardstand before the looming, intimidating gates.


Outside, those people filter into long fence-divided queues, each holding up a card, the size and shape of a credit card; each approach someone in a uniform – from a row of twelve – who holds a machine to those cards. Those whose cards make the machines beep, which appears to be everybody, are waved though a narrower gate. Guards in jumpsuits – bulky in some places that implied armour, in other places that suggested weapons – watch the proceedings, hands on batons on their belts.


Inside, those people pass through the gates, each strolling to a bus, each seeming to know already which one they are heading to; though how they did was anyone’s guess. There is no confusion, nobody getting lost; no need for the armoured, armed guards to approach any of them. There seems to be no rush, it is the gate that has bottlenecked them; once through the early-comers feel no urgency.


Outside, the now-empty buses drive away as the last person has their ID card bipped and slips through the gates. The last few through the gates, know they are last and, not wanting to delay their bus, rush to their vehicles. The men with ID machines walk through after them, the armed Security following. The gates close, a hidden beeper beeps, followed by the clunk of an electronic lock engaging.


A lower wall circles the bus park, barely taller than the buses themselves. Wide gates open and let the full buses through. Silence descends; the guards stop long enough to scan the car park once, although through their visors it is impossible to know what they are looking at or looking for, or even if they have faces. Then they turn and walk through smaller doors into another compound.


The sun drags the last piece of itself past the horizon.


A lone figure in black steps out from the shadows of the bus-park wall, following the security guards to the door before disappearing again into shadow.
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FRIDAY


CHRISTINE RARELY REMEMBERED her dreams but of late those she recalled had veered too often into nightmare, waking her in a cold fearful sweat. Jeering faces stared into hers; she saw her friends flayed, gutted, bleeding. Mother’s face shattered into floating smuts; Father melted into a puddle the colour of skin; her brother cooked to ash and blown away on silent winds; herself bound, alone with her pain forever.


She woke, barely able to shake off the terror and ponder why she had been so stupid as to sleep another night on the couch. The light of the day had climbed through the window and tiptoed its silent way across the floor, dust motes dancing in its wake. Christine caught it as it stalked the couch where she lay, basking in the colour and movement of the television. The morning sun washed the pixels pale and painted daylight on the yellow-white walls, erasing the blue of television.


The volume on the flat screen was down so low it was almost muted. Hands gesticulated, mouths moved, the twitches of noise that snuck out reminding Christine of moths beating themselves to death against a light fitting or wasps trying to escape a jar. Dut dut, dut dut.


Somebody must have changed the channel to the 24-hour news while she had been sleeping; she fumed at whoever it was and switched channels at random. Anything but the news.


She could not sleep, she could not wake, she could not think. She stared, half-blind, at the cold screen of her smartphone.


Safetynet told her the news: updating her on the crime Safetynet and Security were protecting her from; informing her of the dangers outside, the bad people and dangerous criminals being kept outside the city Wall; of the terrorists threatening her life, buildings falling, people dying. Safetynet told her she had no emails. Safetynet informed her of the latest fads, the latest fashions, the latest pointless things it had calculated she needed.


Safetynet reminded her that there was a new album by the band it thought was her favourite; that there were clothes she might like in the spring collection at what it thought was her favourite boutique; that her hairstyle, snapped by the selfie cam on her phone, was out of fashion. Safetynet asked if she would like to ‘click here’ to make an emergency appointment with a stylist; whether she would like to one-click-buy the album. Safetynet reminded her that it was her birthday in a month, told her she had no emails. Safetynet said there had been three attempts to enter the city illegally yesterday – contained and neutralised by Security before anyone inside was endangered – and 22,219 attempts to illegally access Safetynet in the past week.


Safetynet told her there were no emails.


She glanced up irritated when the flatulent hiss of bus air brakes sounded in the street outside, considered complaining but couldn’t be bothered.


A short, distracted time later Christine heard the expected scratch of a key trying to find its keyhole, the soft clunk as it slid home, the click of the door lock disengaging. She did not hear the door open, someone must have oiled it, did not look up as it clicked near-silently closed.


Someone’s shadow drifted past, throwing her face into darkness for a moment while she read something on her phone she did not really care about. She heard ‘morning miss’ in a false-cheerful tone; lost interest the moment the shadow had gone. She did not care where the servants went or what they did as long as they did their work quietly and, most importantly, didn’t bother her.


As she lay on the couch, the staff worked around her, like ghosts; as silent as they could manage, almost as invisible as she desired them to be. They might not have bothered turning up, except that she knew that she would be aware of the mess if they didn’t; would be aware if the kitchen was not stocked with snacks or if dinner was not made. If not, her mother would ensure she knew all about it.


Mother would force her to care.


As the sunlight approached the couch on spider-light feet, she dropped her phone and entered another dreamless sleep. She woke when the sun should have been beating her face sore, cutting her eyes to ribbons, and noticed that someone had closed the curtains to protect her from its rays.


The smell of her house, the smell she had come home to during her years of secondary school, was again in her nostrils: dinner in a bain-marie and some unidentified floral-scented cleaning products that staff were instructed to use. Mother liked the scent; Christine was less keen but it was as much a part of her life as her own smell, or of Mother’s perfume, or Father’s stale cigar and whiskey sweat.


She checked her phone again. She had waited months, for what felt like years, for a message that had not come, a promise that had not been fulfilled.


Perhaps the promise could not be kept; could never be kept. Perhaps something terrible had happened.


Something more terrible.


The panic penetrated her surface and shook the core of her being.


No longer able to rest she stalked the house, looking for trouble, though what trouble she sought was impossible to identify. Her home was completely empty; she could feel the walls keening with loneliness.


Mother floated through the front door on a cloud of perfume and stale booze. Her outstanding capacity for talk and her even more legendary ability to stay till the end of any event must finally have been expended.


She gave Christine a robotic hug, disappeared upstairs before returning wearing a dove-grey lounging ensemble, then poured a glass of red from the open bottle on the kitchen bench.


‘Hello, dear.’ There was too much evidence of drink in Mother’s usual manicured voice for the wine in her hand to have been her first. ‘What did you get up to today?’


Christine shrugged. ‘Mostly sleeping, I guess.’


‘Perhaps you could have gone and had a haircut. You need to get rid of that ridiculous student hair; maybe have a chance to find a husband. My stylist can possibly fit you in. Would you like me to call him?’


There was a shallow arrogance to Mother’s tone that Christine didn’t like. She wanted her mother to go out again. ‘There’s plenty of time to get a haircut later, once I work out what I want to do next year,’ Christine diverted.


Mother shrugged, rolled her eyes and said, ‘What’s there to work out?’ Glass empty, she wobbled on her stiletto heels back into the kitchen to pour another drink.


‘You could get yourself some decent clothes at least,’ Mother said, just loud enough for Christine to hear.


Christine sat and stared without seeing the television, watching the flutter of colour, the movement of nothing. Words appeared and disappeared, scrolled across the bottom of the screen. Christine did not bother reading them, she knew what they would say. She didn’t need to watch the news to learn fear.


They were safe there at home, safe in their town. She knew that. They all knew that.


Mother knocked back glass after glass as if it was a race; as if she was worried someone would storm the house and steal the wine before she could drink it all; as if she was worried she would die and there would be full bottles left in the cellar to mourn her. The bottle emptied with a last despairing ‘glug’; Mother drunk-stumbled to the wine rack to open another, struggled to strangle the top off the bottle, looked satisfied when the seal cracked.


The roar of an engine echoing from the garage signalled Father’s arrival. When he entered there was no glass in Mother’s hand, no half-drunk bottle. The only wine not in the rack was the customary bottle open on the table ready for dinner – carefully chosen, by the cook or somebody, to match whatever it was they would be eating.


Later, they collected their dinner from the kitchen buffet, presented the same choices as the day before. Christine watched her parents filling their plates, taking great care to at least change the quantities of each item.


The meal was silent, but not in the ‘we’re too busy shovelling food in our faces to talk’ way. The three of them ate like people who had hours to complete the meal but had nothing left to say to one another. Christine barely ate; Mother and Father had small and pointed forkfuls.


At the end of the meal, Christine made to stand and walk away. Father looked up from his glass. His face turned from pinkish to whitish as it left the well of light reflected from the wine.


‘Christine, please. I have something to say.’


‘Yes, Father.’


He grimaced. She didn’t know what else to call him; no way she was going to call him ‘daddy’.


‘It’s your twenty-first birthday in a month.’


She knew that, obviously; Safetynet Social had probably reminded him only hours before; when it reminded everybody else in town. Well everyone who followed her socials, at least.


‘You did remarkably well at university. I’m proud of you,’ he continued. She knew that too, not the pride bit though; she had not thought him capable of pride in others. She still didn’t. He had never shown her any evidence of genuine pride.


She wondered if there was a point to his words.


‘It was quite surprising,’ he said.


She waited, not with patience, but rather with a practised ability to shut down her brain and suppress her mouth whenever her parents were talking; particularly Father. Nobody needed to hear what she was thinking.


‘Yes, Father,’ she said to move things along as her mother raised her glass to her face and hid behind it.


‘Tomorrow we are going out together, as a family. I have a surprise for you. A birthday present.’


He stood abruptly and strode from the room. Christine could hear his heavy tread thumping slowly up the stairs before the door closed, so quietly she could not be sure it happened at all. She looked at her mother, saw the confusion she felt mirrored on that familiar face, so like and unlike her own. Father, he of the slow anger and the always heavy tread, was silent upstairs; a silence that seemed impossible when the noise of him overhead had been so much part of Christine’s life.


The bottle on the table ran dry. Mother stared at it hungrily like she would wring it out if she could imagine it would work. She glanced at the wine rack in the kitchen, back at Christine, then peered blearily upstairs in the direction of her bedroom. Eventually her eyes landed back on the rack. ‘Drink?’


Christine was so shocked to be offered one she could not immediately think how to answer.


‘I don’t really drink,’ Christine replied after the silence had sat on her ears a little too long.


‘“Don’t really” is not the same as “don’t”,’ said Mother as she almost managed not to wobble into the kitchen for yet another bottle and an empty glass.









SATURDAY


THE SUN OUTSIDE was ugly bright, throwing everything out the window into stark, nauseating contrast. Christine could clearly remember bright sunlit days that did not hurt, did not make her hate the day, did not force her to look for a hole to hide in with a blanket covering her face; this was not one of those days. The light fluttering through the window dug into her brain through her eyes, like drill bits of ice. She had to be sick from some contagion or allergy. Or it might have been the wine.


It was probably the wine.


Christine’s hungover, feeble mind wondered if Mother always woke feeling like this. That would explain the expression she wore when she thought nobody was watching; Christine being nobody. It should be impossible to have a hangover like this and stay composed.


It took too long to dress, to slug back a coffee, to make another in a keep cup, to change her shirt for one less bright, to pour more coffee down her throat, to not puke through pure will, to consider changing her clothes again and decide against it, to search for her keep cup to make a coffee for the road and realise it was already full, to grab her stuff and head outside to the car.


Her parents were waiting.


Mother was already in the front passenger seat, showing no evidence of a hangover. She was as upright, uptight, fake bright, sweet-smelling, stiff-necked as always; hair perfect, clothes neat, glasses as dark as deep tannic pools, as the depths of the bottom of the ocean, as Christine’s mood. She thought it unfair that she was so bedraggled and Mother showed no after-effects.


The car groaned and roared across town. White, cream, beige, off-white, off-cream, off-beige houses; all neat. The cleaners cleaning, gardeners gardening, repairers repairing; other servants doing who-knows-what. Drones flew overhead and at face-height keeping them safe; security vans keeping eyes on the drones; drones keeping eyes on the security vans.


Everybody keeping watch on everybody else.


Security vans were everywhere, their windows as dark as Mother’s glasses.


There were few cars in any driveways. Most people took taxis or called a car. The car and taxi service in town had every sort of car imaginable, from zippy little things through to stretch limos with full bars; Mother must love those. Drivers would turn up almost immediately after they had been requested, so soon that they appeared psychic. Christine felt sure with enough practice that they would learn to arrive even before being requested. She imagined someone not even being aware they needed to go out until their car arrived.


Safetynet just kept getting smarter. She was smart too, she knew how it really did it.


It listened and extrapolated, built profiles, calculated, used algorithms and machine learning, all fuelled by esoteric cognitive mathematics; fed data from Safetynet Social. Numbers were everything. They could explain the world, they could model thought. Christine knew if she could find the right equation she could understand anything.


A black van stormed past in the other direction so fast that Christine barely made out the arrow-shaped ‘A’ logo of the Agency in matt black on the side, contrasting only against the gloss of the vehicle. Buzzing drones flanked the van, flying overhead on spinning rotors.


Christine poked her tongue out at it too late for the Agency men to see, then back at Father’s disapproving glare in the rear-view mirror.


Despite the apocalyptic heat, everything outside the car windows was brightly verdant and aggressively alive. Sprinklers sprayed the air humid, casting sparks on the leaves and throwing small rainbows everywhere. The road was wet with spray, the trees and bushes in front yards glistened. The water did nothing to allay the heat, merely turned it tropical, sweat painting the servants’ skin with gloss. It was far too uncomfortable for people to be out in the streets. No doubt the taxi service was having a great day, taking people to the shopping centre, to their favourite cafes and bars, anywhere machines kept the air temperature under control.


Staring out the window, Christine watched a whirlwind dominate the middle of an upcoming intersection, swirling trash and spinning leaves into a gyre, taller than the surrounding buildings. The trash scattered like a flock of birds when their car hit it and Christine turned to watch the loose funnel reforming behind them through the back window.


They passed the church, a tall Gothic edifice of blue-grey stone and wrought iron. It looked older than anything around it in a way that Christine couldn’t define. Being a Saturday, there were even fewer people at the church than normal; not that anybody Christine knew ever went inside. Although the entire town was nominally Christian, no one went to church except for weddings and funerals.


She could see no point to church.


They passed a party of people sitting under a tree in a front garden on dining chairs around a cloth-covered table, the location chosen to ensure they could be seen. A portable air conditioner blasted cold air at the gathering, condensation beading on the glasses of champagne like a snowstorm of glitter. Being at home on a Saturday was embarrassing, and the people in town had a morbid fear of shame. The only acceptable way to be home on a warm bright Saturday was to hold a garden party or a barbecue.


Christine knew Safetynet Social would be flooded with garden party photos on Sunday and then next weekend’s parties and the social photos would be competitively beautiful. Wordlessly, they passed the colossal white bulk of the shopping centre, then the carefully manicured cafe strip where every shopfront sported ostentatiously different architecture despite all of them being joined at the roof and having obviously all been built at once. The clear glass walls of the leisure centre and swimming pool were so transparent they were almost not there, the people swimming visible.


Silent, Christine checked her emails; what she was looking for not there among the sales emails, the doctor’s appointments she did not remember making, the social notifications. She checked Social direct messages, nothing there. Letting nothing show on her face, she quickly checked the dead-drop box they had arranged in a forgotten corner of Safetynet for emergencies. Nothing there either.


They roared past the ladies who lunch, who because it was Saturday were brunching with family; past the fast-fashion outlets selling clothes designed to wear once then be discarded, which because it was Saturday was jammed with people; past the small supermarket with its shelves full of food she could not imagine any citizen would buy except in the direst of emergency.


They arrived at the other side of town, a neighbourhood she could not remember ever having seen. No huge houses on quarter acres, no tall narrow townhouses on one-eighth acres, only ten-storey-high or taller glass and stone and steel buildings with cute shops and cafes on the ground floors.


But it was the people who struck her as most strange on this side of town.


There were men, no flecks of grey in their neatly trimmed beards; some of the beards long enough to dangle arrogantly past the necklines of their black t-shirts. The women wore made-to-look-that-way clothes, where that-way was old and bordering on tatty. Most of the people she could see out the tinted windows of the car were close to Christine’s age. The buildings were younger than the people; one was still a building site, thickly staffed with rough-looking workers in dirty ragged clothes; far dirtier and more dishevelled than anyone she would associate with.


At an almost-new building, only a little taller than the edifices surrounding it, the car bumped over a kerb and down a concrete ramp into the thick unctuous darkness of an underground car park, watched all the time by the black eyes of ostentatiously visible cameras.


The car rolled to a stop, the deafening echo of the engine drawing bile into Christine’s furry, nauseated mouth. Father opened his door and stepped out into a damp dark space that smelled like lying on the driveway in autumn; concrete, moisture and dust. Mother shrugged, opened her door and eeled out of the seat, wobbling just a little as she forced herself upright.


Christine composed herself, refusing to allow her parents to see the confusion on her face, and climbed gracelessly out of the car to join them.


Mother turned her hunched back on Father, as if to take in her surrounds, and took a furtive slug from a small steel bottle she had surreptitiously taken from her handbag. Christine did not see where it disappeared to, because her mother was a magician. She had more than one trick to make a drink vanish.


The door of an expensive-looking car, the colour of carbon fibre, opened. A strange man launched himself at them from the door. He wore a suit almost the same colour as his car; so plain it probably cost extra. He was striding towards the three of them almost before his shiny shoes hit the ground, his hand already out for a shake with Father. The sound of their hands meeting was as loud as a slap across the face in the cavernous chamber.


Stepping over, he took Mother’s hand and shook it vigorously, ignoring the blank face that only Christine knew was Mother’s way to show unspeakable displeasure and disdain. Then he grinned at Christine, his expression suggesting they were sharing a secret, and pumped her hand so hard she felt like her arm was going to tear off at the shoulder. She tried not to grimace and failed spectacularly.


He only grinned wider.


With broad, wordless gestures, he ushered them through a door and into an elevator. Christine had last been in an elevator years ago when she had visited Father at work. She still remembered the childish joy of that day, the tall building, the stunningly beautiful but vacuous secretaries, the ride in the lift, the view from Father’s office – she felt like she could see forever. She had flinched at the feeling of the elevator going up, like her stomach was falling out of her body, and she did the same again now.


The elevator stopped and the door opened with a whine of electric motors as faint as a breath. The Man In The Suit led them out and into a too-white corridor overlit with bright lights, down the hall to a door so white, so like the walls, it was almost invisible. He opened it.


Behind the door was a short hall leading to what Christine first thought was a small house until she realised it must be an apartment. She had seen them on television but had never been in one before. She had always assumed they were bigger. It was neat, clean, new; Christine was afraid to touch anything lest she damage it, dirty it, smudge it, break it; in case she left dirty childlike handprints that could never be erased.


She stood in the carpeted entrance hall with her white-knuckled fists as deep in her jacket pockets as she could shove them.


Everybody preceded her and then stopped in the middle of the room past the hall to turn and stare at her. Shrugging, she walked into the empty room, white walls and dark matt laminate, the type that seemed designed to show fingerprints.


‘Do you like this place?’ Father asked.


Christine shrugged again and stared at him, allowing the previously hidden confusion to show on her face. She had never seen anything like it, did not know how it compared to other apartments, could only compare it to her parents’ house – it was a lot smaller but she did not know how much room someone would need. She had no idea why her opinion mattered. Suit Man stood with a strange smile on his face and looked to Father, to Christine, to Father, to Christine.


‘It’s only a month until your birthday,’ said Father. ‘I have just put this apartment on our family mortgage. It transfers in six weeks. It’s yours. I know it’s early, but happy birthday.’


Christine opened her mouth and closed it again, looked at Mother, at Suit Man, at Father. Mother appeared perplexed then completely indifferent to the situation. Father looked hopeful, though what he hoped for was a mystery. Suit Man just looked hungry.


‘It’s fully serviced,’ Suit Man enthused. ‘Cleaners will come in every three days, or more often if you request it. There’s a little kitchenette, a fridge, sink, microwave, just over there. A meal service can stock your fridge with weekly meals. They can be ordered on Safetynet. All you have to do is reheat them. Or a bain-marie can be installed at an extra cost and a meal service can bring your meals already prepared if you’d prefer not to have to prepare meals at all.


‘I understand that your father has taken care of a line of credit for the servicing and even for meals until you have your own means of support.’


Father nodded. Christine’s head spun.


‘No rush,’ Father said. ‘You have good marks from university. I can find you a job in the Fund or you can try something else, explore, find the right work, even study more if you want, then get married. Until then you can live on the line of credit. We have plenty. It’s a trust, really. It will keep you as long as you need it, until you get married at least.’


Christine could hear a slightly predatory tone in his voice, like a farmer talking about a pig he was fattening up. Strolling around the apartment, she attempted to show interest when all she felt was bewilderment. Suit Man’s smile followed her around the place, like the eyes of a painter’s masterpiece, watching. She wanted to look like she was doing something sensible, like she knew what to do, but she had no idea what sensible activity was in this situation.


What she really wanted to do was run for it.


She walked to the wall that looked more like a window, floor-to-ceiling, corner-to-corner glass; a thick frosted stripe at waist height across the width. Curtains were pushed to the edge. She stared out into the blue distance, out over the village shops, over the two- and three-storey houses, past that. It was a view and an aspect like she had never even dreamed. Past the rolling parkland, she could see the shadowy wall that kept the town safe. Past that was too far to see, even if the Wall had not been in the way. She had never seen over the Wall; she never would.


Christine looked down, suddenly curious as to how high up she actually was. The blurred wings of a drone hovered between the height of the window and the road; she could see the tops of cars, the slightly shiny top of a balding head, the tops of the short bushy trees planted in holes in the footpath.


It was a long way down, at least twice as far as the distance from her parents’ roof to the yard she had grown up playing in. She remembered when she was thirteen and had climbed onto the roof – no, not when she had climbed onto the roof, when she had been helped onto the roof.


Her best friend had always been far more athletic, incalculably more fearless, even reckless, than her; she loved that about him. She could do nothing but watch his feet disappear out of her parents’ bedroom window. Somehow he gripped the gutter and swung himself over, out and up.


Christine had climbed the rope he had lowered, onto the precipitously sloped tiled roof; had stared in wonder at the blued, blurred, distant Wall, countless, breathless, impossible miles away, as her best friend grinned. ‘I want to see what’s outside,’ he said, and Christine had gasped involuntarily at the audacity of it; at something she had refused to ever contemplate. They had stayed there, in the delirious, shadeless heat that was pinking their skin, talking about the future, as distant and unfathomable as the barely visible Wall.


They had sat staring at the identical tiled roofs of the lower two-storeyed houses around them; she had never noticed before that hers was the biggest house in the neighbourhood. After their first desperate, searching examination in that direction, they stared at anything but the impossibly high barrier hemming the city in. No drones spied them in the hidden corner of the roof.


Their phones warned them it was almost time for Christine’s parents to come home. It was then she discovered she lacked the courage to climb down the rope and swing back in through the gaping window. It was then she discovered the rope they had was too short to reach the ground. Her friend stayed with her as long as he could, trying to encourage her down then, when the risk of getting caught became too high, scampered down and escaped through the window.


Christine had not been brave enough to retrieve the rope. She had heard the distant front door slam shut, sat head on knees on the sloping roof too scared to even shake, burned red by the heat, without the slightest clue how to get down.


She had been unconscious with fear and fatigue, with dehydration and exposure – in danger of rolling from the roof – when she was found hours later. Her mother had looked out the window and seen the rope, called Security and emergency services, who discovered Christine on the roof and rescued her. She had spent a couple of days in hospital, then a couple more under observation in a toy-filled room that she had never seen before and never would see again. Some years later she would finally understand it was a psychiatric ward for children.


Even under pressure, she never admitted how she had managed to climb out onto the roof; it was her secret and the keeping of it became a part of who she was.


Christine returned to the present already falling, face-first, towards the window, her eyes fixed on the vertiginously distant ground. A hand gripped her shoulder at the same moment that her forehead contacted the glass, stealing some of her momentum. It hurt, that hand, but not as much as the impact of the glass on the front of her skull. It flexed, as tempered glass does, and ejected her but did not crack. Her face left the window then returned with another thump and slid squeaking down the glass. She landed in a heap, rolled over and looked up.


Father was staring at her with more expression on his face than she had ever thought him capable of. He looked scared, concerned, perplexed, angry; expressions chased each other over his face so fast they collided and blended, fought and formed alliances, which immediately ended in betrayal. She took his quivering outstretched hand and rose to her wobbly feet. By the time she gained her footing, her vision cleared, his face had reset to its customary blankness.


They left the apartment and returned to the car. Suit Man pumped their arms again; Christine felt she needed to reattach hers. They exited the underground car park with a roar. Past the cafes full of people around Christine’s age, the shopping mall in the middle of town. They finally stopped in the street near the tall tower of glass and steel where Father worked.


‘I think now would be a good time for lunch,’ Father said with a cheerfulness that could only be synthetic. Maybe he bought it in a bottle, the same way Mother acquired her tolerance and goodwill.


They climbed out of the car in relative unison, Christine nearly fainting in the heat. Mother stared at the dark reflective glass wall of the nearest cafe with a look of nauseated distaste, the left side of her mouth pinched back in an involuntary expression of contempt. When they entered, Christine could see why Mother didn’t like it. It was nothing like the places Christine had collected Mother from in the past; more severe, less homely, more stainless steel and darkness, less red and green velvet and wood. It must have been a businessman’s cafe; empty that Saturday, maybe every Saturday when almost nobody was at work.


A waiter greeted them at the door and they were led to a table near the window; the view was clear from the inside despite the reflective smokiness of the glass from the outside. Christine realised there was a treatment on the glass to make it clear in only one direction, giving a view to those looking out while protecting them from prying eyes. There was nobody on the street; the wind blew leaves that a uniformed cleaner chased, packaged in a bag and dumped in a bin on wheels. The shadows in the street were sharp, the sun bright, although Christine did not remember the washed flat light as well as she remembered the heat when they had walked the short distance from the car to the cafe.


It was far too early in the day to start drinking for Christine and, she believed, for most sensible people, yet Father ordered an expensive bubbly. Christine was not keen on the sparkling stuff but didn’t know how to refuse. She could see distaste on her Mother’s face, which Father ignored. Christine ordered her food without thinking, and Father’s eyebrows raised at her obvious lack of care.


Mother ordered ostentatiously, questioning the server carefully, checking every ingredient, asking stupid questions, continuing even after Father glared at her with obvious fury. Christine marked a win for Mother on the scoreboard in her head. Father asked for the ‘usual’. The server said she was not there during the week and had no idea what the ‘usual’ was. Father looked irritated; he said the computer would know. Minus points for Father. Mother slipped further ahead on the scoreboard in Christine’s head; she had been winning a lot recently.


The server was patient, calm, took Father’s irritation in her stride. She was young, beautiful but not quite breathtaking. If not for the fact that she was a servant, she was someone Christine could imagine being friends with. The server rolled her eyes, tapped her tablet and walked away; Christine was annoyed to have missed the chance to shoot her a sneaky conspiratorial smile.


She wished she had taken longer to order.


‘Cameras scan your face when you enter,’ Father explained. ‘If you are a regular it informs the server what your favourite meal is. The servers can pretend to know your order even if they have forgotten or they are new.’ Christine looked around while trying to pretend she was not looking. She saw so many cameras that they were near enough to everywhere. The glass eye of a camera faced her from across the booth, above Father’s head. Christine could see her face in the lens. She looked at her reflection with something resembling reproach.


‘I’ve never been here before,’ Christine said. ‘I don’t have a “usual”.’


‘Well, actually,’ Father explained, ‘if it’s set up right and working, all of the cafes in the city can store your favourite meals and drinks on the “net”. It is accessible by every place in town if your privacy settings are on default. So long as they cook your “usual”, they can make it for you if you ask.’


Christine shuddered at the knowledge of being watched. There were more than enough camera lenses to identify the diners, to watch over the place. She could not remember being watched everywhere she went before but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t. It suddenly occurred to her that a ‘default’ privacy setting on Safetynet implied the existence of other settings.


She decided to ignore the cameras and the unpleasant fact she was being constantly watched slid from her conscious mind.


‘The cafes can even predict what you would like from your reviews and posts on the Social,’ Mother added excitedly, ‘and check on Social what your friends eat to make suggestions.’


Christine was terrified.


Christine and Mother ate and drank in silence once the tradition of a toast – glasses clinking, champagne sloshing – was completed. Father barely ate, seeming to take his sustenance from talking, from waving his arms, from pouring golden bubbles down his fat throat. Christine had never experienced him like that: enthused, gregarious, even cheerful.


Christine didn’t want to drink but couldn’t think how to say no.


He ordered another bottle of bubbly and this time also a bottle of red, which Christine knew her mother wanted. Mother looked perplexed by the thoughtfulness but poured herself a glass anyway.


One point to Father.


Christine stuck to the bubbly. Once she had consumed a bit she thought it not as bad as she had expected, and forgot she didn’t drink at lunch time. Once she drank a bit more she almost thought it quite good. Father ordered more with a smile broad enough to make Christine wonder if he was up to something.


More to drink and Father was slurring his words like he did when he was tired every night when he got home from work. Christine suddenly wondered if he was drunk on all those days he got home from work complaining about an unshakable fatigue. When Father was looking the other way, she saw an expression on Mother’s face that might have been her thinking the same thing.


Lunch ended and Father ordered coffees and whiskey. Christine had never tried whiskey before and had to admit, as soon as it hit her tongue, that she was not a fan of the heat and the smoke. It kicked bruises into her already knackered brain. She knocked back the caffeinated beverage, hoping it would blitzkrieg the drink right out of her system. It didn’t. She ordered another one and that did nothing useful either.


Father handed her a credit card. She stared at it blearily, trying to work out why her name was on it.


‘It’s connected to the trust I set up for you,’ Father explained in a voice not unlike one used to teach children, only drunker. ‘You should have enough to go on with until you are ready to work somewhere. I am sure I can find you a position somewhere in the Fund.’ Christine wondered what sort of position she would be given. Perhaps drinking whiskey and eating lunch; for all she knew that was possibly all Father did.


‘So, Christine,’ Father exclaimed with a grin, ‘would you like to pay for our breakfast?’


Did breakfast normally come with that much wine, followed by that much whiskey? was Christine’s first thought.


Her second was it doesn’t matter, it would be Father who was paying even if it was her card.


Christine shrugged. Father nodded pointedly in the direction of a small box that the waitress had laid on the table. Christine had seen this sort of thing before, when Father or Mother paid for things. She touched her new card to the box. It beeped while a green light flashed.


They stood and walked out of the empty cafe into the blowtorch heat outside.
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