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You don’t get me, I’m part of the union
You don’t get me, I’m part of the union
You don’t get me, I’m part of the union
Till the day I die
Till the day I die.


Richard Hudson and John Ford


The analysis of an idea, as it is properly carried out, is, in fact, nothing else than ridding it of the form in which it has become familiar.


G.W.F. Hegel


Allow me to remark:
The Ghost has just as good a right
In every way to fear the light,
As men to fear the dark.


Charles Dodgson
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In the Bardo


In the Bardo subject and object are the same. You say, ‘I’m not sure I understand what that means.’


There’s somebody else with you in the Bardo and this other person is going through the same process you are. Or, to put it another way: there are many persons in the Bardo and they’re all going through the same process as you. The place is crammed with people. So many! Do any of them understand this business better than you do? You say it again: ‘I’m not sure I understand what that means.’


‘Means,’ says the other. ‘I mean, since we can’t suppose time has any purchase in this place, the present tense in your statement comes into question, rather, don’t you think? Meant, means, will mean. I mean, who’s to say?’


You say: ‘Huh?’


A flash of light marks your passage out of the Bardo, and you’re alive again. That flash was the sunlight. All of it. That flash of light is all the sunlight you will see in the course of your life, and all the darkness, too. Which is to say, you see, in an instant, the balance of the two – but of course you’ll see less darkness and more light over the run of your whole existence, because the day is lit and, though the night is not, there’s always light inside your dreams.


Embodiment, and its queasy wondrousness. Milk assuages your wailing. You run, and it’s a pure joy, and the high grass snickers at your hips. You take your share of the meat. You are a parent and sit under an overhang and watch the rain come down so hard it’s as if the whole sky has collapsed its liquid blue down upon you in one go. It smells of cleanness and clover, of sky and freshness. As you sit there, cradling one of your kids, a thought rushes your memory with intense and vivid suddenness: that time when Hari cut the throat of a wild cow with a lucky cut, and all the cow’s blood came out in one go, with a great sloshing and gushing – it was the noise of this rain, the noise of life sluicing endlessly through the sky and the earth, through you and all the animals, and you feel a sharp fragment of understanding. There was good eating for days from that cow. You sleep and dream of a great mountain. The next day the ground is muddy. A pain in your jaw grows until you can do nothing but lie on the ground and cry. It fills your head with its pain, and when you think the pain is so great it cannot possibly be greater, it swells further – fire and grinding and pressure combined into an agony. It breaks the bone to burst from your head through the side of your face, and the release of this pressure is so sweet you sleep for a day. It still hurts, and the others make fun of your ruined face, and then you are feverish and then you are more feverish and then you are dead.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same. You can remember the whole of that lived life, as fine-veined and perfect as a single glossy leaf from a tree with a trillion leaves. You hold the whole memory in your mind. The light comes again.


You are reborn, and live long enough to develop a sense of yourself, of your mother and your siblings, of heat and shade, of the difference between bitter food and sweet, and then you die – a day and a night of diarrhoea and you’re gone.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same.


‘I can remember all of them,’ you say. ‘I suppose you do, too? Is it the same for you?’


The other person there smiles. ‘Are you sure,’ this other person asks, ‘you’re not collating numerous similar life-memories into a smaller number of manageable memories?’


You say: ‘That’s a good question.’


The light, again. There is more brightness than darkness in this life, too. It’s like that for almost every life. You grow up by a pool, and there are fish to eat as well as what the tribe hunts in the forest. You and your brothers and sisters and cousins are a tribe within the tribe, and you like mischief. One day, when one of the community’s Big Men is washing himself in the pool, you and your siblings all piss into the pool for a joke. The Big Man is very angry, and his anger does not settle as anger usually does. He surprises the group of you all later that day – you’d already forgotten the prank, and are picking and eating berries. But the Big Man has not forgotten, and though most of your sisters and brothers run off screaming, he catches you and punches you on the side of the head. His is the Big Fist, so its blow breaks the bone and you lie on the ground sobbing and passing in and out of consciousness. Over the course of evening and sunset the shadow of the bush slides over you like a blanket. Your mother finds you and tries to lift you up, but the movement dislodges something inside you and you start fitting furiously. Vomit comes up one way and goes down another and you’re dead.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same.


‘Does it just go on and on?’ you ask. ‘I mean, I suppose what I’m wondering is … are we on our way anywhere?’


The other person smiles. ‘You mean, enlightenment? Zen and spiritual evanishment and all that? I don’t know anything about any of that.’


You tell them your name.


They tell you theirs: Abby something.


‘Abby Normal?’ you laugh, and Abby laughs, too, so that’s a joke you share, it seems. A cultural reference you have in common. At the time this doesn’t strike you as strange, but later, when the sheer scope of … well – everything … comes home to you, it sounds a more discordant note. I mean, what are the odds? That you both recognised the reference, that you had cultural knowledge sufficiently in common to both laugh? An old black and white comedy movie. Pastiche monster-mash.


Where did you start this process? Which was your first life? You wonder about yourself. You ask Abby.


By way of reply Abby smiles a Serenissima smile.


This time there is no flash, and this life is more darkness than light: you live underground, and when you come up the light hurts your eyes and you don’t like it. But you bring up the ore and you eat your meals, and you play, and when you get older you fuck, and you don’t know any different. Then you’re dead and you do know any different and you think: That wasn’t much of a life.


Bright light. You live by the river and your life is a habitual matter: prayers, scooping the water into your irrigation channels, growing your food, passing your due to the rulers, making small trades with your neighbours. You marry four times and have six children, two of whom live to adulthood and are present at your deathbed.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


‘There’s a degree of monotony,’ you note.


Abby shrugs.


Darkness this time: you are blind, all your long life. You never see the sunlight, although you can feel it on your face.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


Brightness swells again.


You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are a farmer. You are pressed into the army and die of dysentery far from home. You are a farmer, pressed into the army and spiked with a spear from behind on a battlefield whose name you do not know. You are a farmer and you die by the sword. You are a farmer and you die of disease.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


‘That phrase keeps occurring to me,’ you tell Abby, as you stretch your limbs and settle once more, yet again, into the calmly eternal rhythm of the Bardo. ‘And I couldn’t for the life of me tell you why. Or what it means.’


‘Let’s say,’ Abby suggests, ‘I. Let’s say, you. You’re your subject. Subject, verb, object. For example – I eat the apple.’


Apple, you think. Adam, you think. Was Adam the first life? Was Adam your first life?


‘So in the world of living and dying I eat an apple, but in the Bardo I and the apple are the same thing?’


‘Search me,’ says Abby, grinning.


‘I don’t feel very apple-y.’


‘Golden,’ says Abby. ‘Delicious.’


The brightness swells again.


You are a nobleman – afterwards, when you’re back in the Bardo and can remember it all, you’re struck by how rare this is. A nobleman! You dress in fine clothes, and slaves attend your mundane needs, and you own a fine house with flat roofs and a carp pond. A man you trust absolutely, a man you have known all your life, shoves you hard, and keeps shoving you until your back is pressed against the wall. You’re so astonished you don’t say anything, because this is a man you trust absolutely. He breaks the skin of your chest with the point of his dagger, and sets his foot back to brace himself as he pushes hard, and the whole blade of the dagger slides into your chest. It is intensely painful, a bursting nova of pain. The dagger goes right through you and the point sticks in the plaster of the wall behind you.


‘Thus perish all traitors!’ your friend shouts, right in your face, and bits of his spittle land on your mouth and your nose and go into your eye, and despite the intensity of the pain the main thing of which you are conscious is … surprise. Traitor? You? Traitor?


In the Bardo subject is object.


‘I’m one point closer to appleness,’ you tell Abby. ‘I know now what it’s like to be sliced with a knife.’


‘You approach applitude,’ says Abby.


‘Appleosity,’ you agree.


‘Snip snap,’ says Abby, with a strange smile.


You herd cows. You follow the plough. You are a weaver. You are a fisherman and you drown when a storm capsizes your boat. You fall sick. You are stretched on a rack. You learn to read, which means, since you are the only person in your village who can read, you become a de facto priest. You plough. You carry seaweed from the coast up to a walled field to fertilise it. You build a dam. You clean the house, over and over, over and over. You are the most successful farmer in your district and people come to beg you for charity when their crops fail, and then one year the rainy season does not come, and then it does not come for a second year and you and the rest of them all starve to death together. You give birth but the child will not come, and you keep pushing and pushing and pushing until you die of exhaustion. You climb a tree to pick fruit, and fall from the tree, and break your leg, and your leg grows three times as fat overnight, and becomes ghastly squishy, and goes black and you die in agony. You farm. You farm. You farm. You are burnt to death when your barn catches fire – foolishly you rush inside to try and save your horse, and both you and the horse die in agony. You are cut to death by a man with an axe during a time of war. You are raped by eleven men, and it kills you. You die of cholera. You die of dysentery. You die of sepsis. You give birth and it feels like you are being torn in two and then you are dead. You accidentally kill a man and have to abscond from your village, and you live in the woods for half a year, growing wilder, driven to more desperate crimes by hunger, until winter comes and you freeze to death.


In the Bardo subject is object.


‘I get the impression,’ you tell Abby, ‘that things are speeding up.’


‘It’s wider, in terms of human population,’ Abby agrees. ‘But shorter in an absolute sense. The timeline, I mean.’


You are evicted from your farm because the nobleman wants the land for his sheep. You trek to the coast, and your wife and two of your children die on the journey, and then you make a new life as a fisherman with help from your cousin. You marry again. Prayer and work help you overcome your grief. You get a tumour in your testicle and it grows to the size of a football. A surgeon comes from the town to cut it out and you die of postoperative sepsis.


The Bardo’s subject is its object.


‘I get the feeling I’m getting closer to something.’


You farm. You farm. You dedicate your life to God. You are a miner. You are a dock worker. You are a railwayman. You farm. Your farm is mortgaged and lost and you move to the city where you get work in a factory, and then you develop a cough and the cough won’t go away, and your lungs fill with gunk and you die. You go to school and the schoolmaster beats you, and then, when you are limping home with blood dripping down your trouser-leg into your shoe, a street dog bites you, excited by the smell, and the wound goes bad, and you die. You work in a factory. You work in an office. You are pressed into the army and die when your troop carrier sinks on its way to the land where the fighting is. You work in an office. You die of influenza. You work for a bank. You work for the council. You are a teacher. You are a mechanic. You are a nurse. You are an agricultural labourer. You are a jeweller. You work in an office. You die of old age. You take an overdose of recreational drugs. You are crushed to death when the crowd at Mecca becomes overexcited. You die of an asthma attack at the age of seventeen. You drown in your bath when your carer leaves you alone for five minutes to take a call from her boyfriend. You crash your car. You die when your life support malfunctions and the temperature in your pod plunges to equalise with the temperature of deep space beyond the hull. You remotely operate an areoforming robot, and die when the feedback is maladjusted by a viral e-infection and crashes your heart. You work for an AI in AI–human liaison and die of old age, rich and self-satisfied. You live on Mars. You spend all your life in an artificial habitat in orbit around Jupiter. You mine ice. You think up clever advertising strategies to sell blackseed food products.


In the Bardo: sub/ob/ject.


‘I feel I’ve shot past something. Is this the future now?’


‘You keep talking like time has any meaning in this what-for-want-of-a-better-word-I-have-to-call place,’ laughs Abby. ‘Quaint!’


You live as a prince of the solar system in an augmented body and are assassinated by one of your rivals. Your whole life is lived inside a generation starship. You are one of a fan-religion living in a series of serried shells around Bluestar 44. You are a soldier, bringing one thing only – your capacity for aggression – to an autoarmy that lacks that quality. You live on a purple-red world under a diamond-coloured sun. You live in a foam-matrix on a deep space trajectory. You are part of a cult that uses enhanced sexual pleasure to crystallise the transcendental. You extend your life with a combination of artificial supports and a time-dilation algoractivator. You upload your consciousness into a series of insectorgs and swarm for the sheer joy of swarming. The stars are running out of fuel and one by one they flare and sputter and go dark. You—


—are in the Bardo.


You’re in the Bardo again.


‘Was that it?’ you ask.


There were an inestimable number of people in the Bardo before (as if before has any meaning in this place!) but now it seems empty (as if now has any meaning in this place!) – is it empty? You are the subject of this story, you suppose, after all. It’s a common enough human supposition.


‘Abby?’ you say. ‘Abby, are you there?’


A breath is drawn, as if Abby is about to reply to you, and that miniature crescendo of white noise breaks off sharply and—


—you’re born. You’re gasping in the light. You’re clinging to the hair of your mother’s pelt as she lopes through the grassland. The dry fields chuckle in the wind, strands of grass like sticks rattling together. You spend hours every day picking grain from the grass and chewing it in the chunky knucklebone teeth at the back of your mouth. Night swallows day and then is itself swallowed by the sun. As the year goes on the trees on the high hill become nude, and the air acquires a sterile chill, and you and your people huddle together. When spring returns, and warmth, you are sick of their company, so you take to sleeping in a nook by the stream. A wolf grabs you by the throat in the middle of the night and drags you away and you are dead in moments. Round and round again. You die a day old. You die a year old. You live to thirty. You die of sepsis. You choke on a nut. You die of dysentery. You live to become a great-grandfather and a tribal elder and then take your own life because the darkness that has been inside you all your life becomes too much. You are trampled by some bison and your leg is left mashed and bloody, and for months you drag it behind you, covered in a seething sock of flies. But it heals and you limp on, and your tribe becomes convinced that you are a holy man. You die old and are buried in a fine chambered tomb.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


‘Are we really going through the whole thing again?’


Abby says: ‘You don’t think you haven’t already done the whole thing again? Again and again?’ That distinctive Abby laugh. ‘Don’t fret – things speed up. There’s a kind of spiritual momentum to it all.’


You farm, you fish, you farm, you fight. You are high status, one of the political and spiritual leaders of your community, but young people are little bastards these days – not like when you were young. Back then children respected their elders. But this morning? Let me tell it: you went into the pool to pray to the gods and wash yourselves and the little shits pissed all over you – fucking little brats. Oh, you caught up with them and gave them a smack round the ear, teach them a lesson, but really it’s the mothers – the mothers are too soft on them.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


‘How many times have we been through all this?’ you ask Abby.


‘Now you’re using the right word.’


‘What word is that?’


‘The we word – that’s the ticket. We is I and you, subject and object, in one handy little packet.’


‘Now hold up for just one second there, partner—’ you say.


But there’s no waiting. Light flashes and you’re a farmer, and a farmer, and a farmer, over and over. You fight in the army. You rape. You cut someone down with an axe. You are one of the god-king’s most trusted advisors, and live in a fine palace with a carp pool and orange trees growing in the courtyard; but you discover that your best friend is part of a palace faction that aims to promote the god-king’s sister to the throne. Your closest friend! – with whom you have hunted and feasted since you were both children. You are so angry you can barely breathe. You go to his house and his slaves let you in – of course they do – and you confront him in his bedroom and kill him with your own hands. ‘Thus perish all traitors’, you yell, right in his face. As he dies the look of guilt and remorse on his face entirely vindicates your action.


You’re a tobacco farmer. You’re a yam farmer. You’re a rice farmer. You join the imperial army and are killed. You join the imperial army and survive, and then when the war is finished people arrest you and lock you in a prison and then they hang you by the neck until you are dead. You program computers. You present television documentaries. You build a model of the Taj Mahal, taller than a man, entirely out of used Coca-Cola bottles.


‘The earlier lives,’ Abby says, ‘occupy an external epoch that lasted hundreds of thousands of years, and that’s long, sure, sure. But there’re only a few lives at any given moment during that epoch, so you’ll find you’re through with them soon. But with the later lives … the external time period is much briefer, but there are very many many more people, so that’s the experience that will tend to predominate.’


It’s dawning on you (in the Bardo, where subject and object is the same thing) that you’re going to reincarnate into every single human being who ever lived.


I mean, really?


I mean … seriously?


You are an airline pilot. You’re a street kid. You die when an allergic reaction collapses your throat. You are shot by a cop. You plant rice. You mine notional gold by playing video games all day in a dingy building and die of heart disease in your fifties. You beg on the streets. You beg on the orbital run. You are a lunar shuttle pilot. You are an asteroid kid, scraping a living and eating vat-gunk. You are poor and volunteer for a new treatment that splits your consciousness between your organic brain and two drones – a military surveillance experimental programme, is what it is – but the experience induces psychosis, and you kill seven people with the drones and two more with your bare hands before you are shot dead yourself. You mastermind the terraforming of Venus by releasing vast amounts of heat from the planetary core, subliming the highly acidic atmosphere almost entirely into space; and then you replace it with a bombardment of shepherded cometary bodies. You do grunt work on the Martian elevator cable and die when the foundations collapse and debris breaks your airpack.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


You work remotely via photbugs tweaking vacuum grass on the lunar side. You work remotely operating clamberdogs as they decommission the astonishingly poisonous and dangerous tubes of vitreous radioactive waste the twentieth century left buried in vaults, hoiking them into orbit inside magchutes and firing them at the sun. You are the first human to walk on the surface of Gliese 581c. You are the first human to convert their entire skeleton to smartdiamond. You compete in the Sex Olympics but your gold medal is stripped from you when it is discovered that your genitals were being remotely controlled by an accomplice back in the training camp. You live a religious life. You life an atheistical life. You game, you work, you mourn. You almost glitch the whole process when, exploring the event horizon of a local black hole, your buffered consciousness is smeared into a declining parabolic recovery feed – it takes you over eight hundred years to die, and after the first decade you lose your mind so comprehensively that there’s nothing meaningfully ‘you’ left by the end of the whole ghastly, unexpected process. But you do eventually pass below the threshold we can call life; and the Bardo wipes away all insanity, psychosis, misery or elation.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


You clone yourself into a thousand iterations and explore the Andromeda galaxy. You live for a thousand years in an endlessly reconfiguring pleasure-sim, and then one day commit suicide on a whim. You are the messiah of a planetwide religious movement and you die when your (planned, staged) apotheosis converts all your cellular matter into rose petals, using nano-organon engines. You surf gravity waves in a spaceship eight kilometres wide but only a metre high. You die when your laser-rifle malfunctions and explodes in your hand. You are a mentat. You are a pod-person. You are an intergalactic trader in rare mathematical proofs. You upload your consciousness to the diamond core of a gas giant.


In the Bardo, Abby is looking at you in a funny way.


‘Where is everybody else?’ you ask. ‘This place used to be humming with …’ but you’re not sure what the word is. People? Is it people?


‘Where,’ says Abby, ‘is not a very good word when applied to the Bardo.’


You are a bilge-kid on an interstellar liner. You grow up on Koronagrag 3 and, together with two dozen like-minded individuals, you decide to reproduce the life of Isaac Newton: machines recreate seventeenth-century London and Cambridge down to every detail, and you and your friends dress the part, speak the words and inhabit the roles as fully as possible, one hour per hour, for decades. You are a beast. You are a nanomechanic. You are Führer of the Diaphanous Oort League. You explore quantum miniaturisation and colonise the shell of a helium atom, only to discover the descendants of people who had discovered such technology a thousand years earlier, and whose discovery had been forgotten. You watch the last stars go dark.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same thing.


‘Is memory infinite?’ you ask Abby.


‘Mortality means that it need not be,’ says Abby. ‘I mean, I can’t deny that it’s part of the structure of human consciousness to tend to confuse the very big with the infinite. But actually and literally, those two things couldn’t be further apart from one another.’


‘Okey,’ you say. ‘Dokey.’


In the Bardo subject and object are the same.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same.


In the Bardo subject and object are the same.


‘It’s not Abby Normal,’ you say. ‘Your name, I mean.’ It’s taken you some time to reach this realisation. Better late than never, you suppose. ‘I talk to you. I am the subject and you are the object.’


‘Now I’m getting it,’ says Abby.


‘Abby Solute,’ you say. ‘I mean – what kind of a name even is that?’


‘Resolve the addition and average out, and there’s a modicum of humour left over, I guess,’ you say. ‘That’s personality,’ you say. ‘The Absolute is not a merely mathematical equation, after all,’ you say.


‘There are a few more lives to live,’ you note.


You are an engineer. There are ten thousand varieties of engineer in the future, on a thousand different scales, from reshaping electron shells to building Dyson Spheres and linking planet-sized orbital bodies with chains of matter threaded with spacetime absence to make them unbreakable. You build spaceships and superspaceships and hyperspaceships that themselves contain many spaceships. You mould faces out of the surfaces of red giants. You submerge your individuality in a thousand varieties of hive mind, or split your solitary consciousness into a thousand shards. The engineer is a kind of farmer. The farmer is a kind of engineer. You live. You die.


In the Bardo.


Abby Solute is the sole inhabitant of the Bardo now. Every life is behind you at last.


‘Now,’ you say. ‘To begin.’
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Rich


You are Rich. To be precise, Richard is your middle name. And to be honest, calling you ‘Rich’ started as a joke among your friends, and not a very kind-hearted joke neither. People used to call you Alan, since that’s your actual name: Al, or You-Can-Call-Me-Al, or Aladdin, or Oil, or Ay, or Alanis, depending on the friend and on the mood. You were Al at school, and Alan at university. Then your parents died, one after the other in quick succession, and you became a twenty-something orphan, that most interstitial of figures. You inherited their flat and moved out of your shared digs. Mortgage-free living is something rare in London for people of your age, so your friends started joking about your wealth. It wasn’t fair, but few things are. Being mortgage-free is great, obviously, but owning a flat still sucks money without in itself generating any cash flow. Nice enough place, but too small, really, to make renting out a room a viability. Nonetheless, any reluctance on your part to spend money led to jokes about your miserliness, your Scroogeious nature. It’s your round, Richie Rich, no squirming now, your fucking round, my china, and mine’s a Guinness. Lend us a ton, Richie, won’t you? But of course you won’t, you Jew, you miser. Mice, micer, micest. Blow the cobwebs off your wallet, Rich, splash a little cash, you’ve got more than the rest of us put together. And so on. As your twenties folded themselves away and you found yourself thirty, most of your friends had drifted off. That’s the way of things, of course. That’s the desolating way of things.


For you, for him.


He lived his life, day by day, and each day was a distinct component in the larger temporal structure. And then he was, somehow, impossibly, thirty-nine, and still living in his Putney flat, his day still structured by the little habits and rituals existence had extruded around his essence, as insects excrete hard shells around their soft bodies to shield them from predators. A first-floor two-bed in a less salubrious bit of Putney, one of the bedrooms serving as Rich’s study. Plus: a TV–sitting room; a shower-room not large enough for a bath, an L-shaped kitchen that also contained the washer-dryer. A skinny corridor– hallway leading up to the front door. Lots of books. Some framed banknotes on the walls.


That’s Rich.


What does Rich do for a living? Wait until I tell you: Rich is a writer. Rich has an ongoing creative project, a High Fantasy novel somewhat in the manner of Tolkien rendered somewhat in the manner of Proust. It’s currently 280,000 words, his Mac tells him, and that’s draft eleven, and that’s barely halfway finished. He works on it in bursts, in between doing paying gigs. He works on it in his downtime, and when he can summon the energy, which isn’t often.


Don’t forget, you are Rich.


Paying gigs mostly arrived via DifferenceWork, the Uber-style app for writers. There’s so much demand for quality content nowadays: so many news sites and websites; so many podcasts in which AI-confected (but flawless!) versions of Richard Burton or Marilyn Monroe read scripts aloud; so many neoblogs and corporate-funded content servers; so many old brands bought as shells and filled, as a doughnut is with Creem-u-like, with content, content, content: The Adventurer, The Aegis, Anti-Jacobin, the Athenian Mercury, The Berry, Berthold’s Political Handkerchief, Chums, The Clarion, Criterion, the Daily Chronicle, the Daily Citizen, the Daily News, The European, The Examiner, the Feed Feed, Geek-a-Mouse, The Graphic, Kaiyuan Za Bao, Mercurius Politicus, Nakanune, the New Day, New Moral World, The NSFW, the Online Echo, the Pall Mall Gazette, The Representative, The Sphere, Straight Left, Truth, Udgorn Seion, Workers’ Dreadnought and The World. So much content, all machine-written. It does the job, it delivers content to readers, and what else has writing ever been about but that?


There are, of course, a few honour-projects available online, sites where readers are assured of the hand-made nature of the written content. Scriptum manu¯s, as they might have said in the dear departed Roman Empire. A niche industry, catering for those consumers whose kink happens to be ‘human-written’. But these are very much the exception and not the rule. Overwhelmingly, online content is machine-written nowadays. Of course it is. Programs are now immensely sophisticated, easily dialled up or down to the requisite audience, tweakable with a hundred style settings, and only distinguishable from human-written content by virtue of being, we can be honest, objectively better. Commercial publishers are naturally attracted by content creators both better than flesh-and-blood humans and much, much cheaper.


It means that being a writer is now a hobbyist matter, a pastime for those few – those very few – for whom the label still has some residual glamour. Making money from writing is possible only if you are prepared to use ‘money’ as an inverted synecdoche for ‘very small amounts of money’. Rich has worked at various jobs, and this is where he has ended up: on DifferenceWork’s books as a writer available at the end of an app. It brings in bits and pieces of money, from time to time.


That’s because there are things writer-programs can’t do, and one of them is conduct out-in-the-world research. It’s niche, don’t get me wrong. Most online content is recirculated content from other providers of content, and a good swathe of the remainder is refried PR-releases. But there are some outlets who still need feet on the pavement, questions asked by human mouths and listened to by human ears. Some even keep actual reporters on staff, but most cut their costs by using the app. Need somebody interviewed? Push the button, and the app locates somebody based near that person. No need to pay expenses, no airline or train tickets, no need to pay NUJ minimum rates. Tag your writer, give her a few questions or a broad topic, send them on their way. All the writers on D-Work’s books have demonstrated competence in filling in autowrite pro formas, and their pay falls away on a contractually agreed curve after twenty-four hours to incentivise quick turnarounds. Or perhaps you need raw material for your writer programs to work up into elegantly phrased witty and informative copy? D-Work is the answer.


Rich knew people on D-Work’s books who lived their physical lives in Hull and Conwy, in Dundee and Exeter. He ‘knew’ them, in the way most people know people nowadays – which is to say, he’d never face-to-faced them, or ever been in the same town as them, of course. But his extensive array of social media socially mediated almost all of his friendships nowadays anyway, as it did for most people, as it does for most people, as people like it. And Rich had the edge over people in Hull and Dundee in that he lived in London. Simple as that.


Rich read about the ongoing suicide epidemic. Media debated the inappositeness of the term ‘epidemic’ (‘words have meanings; a slight percentage increase in the incident of suicide in a few Western countries does not count’). There were rumours and conspiracy theories, and then there were rival conspiracy theories that the original conspiracy theories were being disseminated to deflect people from the truth.


Rich read: The reduction in population morbidity and the consistent increase in general levels of life expectancy more than cancelled out the slight percentage increase in suicides in North America and Europe.


Rich said the phrase aloud to himself a few times: slight percentage increase; slight percentage increase; slight percentage increase. A lot of sibilance, there. Not so very euphonious.


Rich took an afternoon nap and had a vivid dream about a giant fountain in the middle of a beautiful garden. The fountain spouted up and then fell away in thirteen distinct great undulating petals of water. But when he woke up he couldn’t be sure if his dream had been about a fountain or a mountain. Or not a mountain, but a hill – a thirteen-sided hill. A thirteen-panelled dome. The panels had shimmered with motion, though – hadn’t they? So: fountain.


Fountain?


Rich turned on his computer and played White Lies for a while. Peeling a whole Peperami out of its revolting little condom and eating it in four quick bites. Washing it down with some Diet Coke. Watching himself warily in the bathroom mirror, as if himself had anything with which he could surprise Rich.


Back to his computer. He preferred Apple products to PCs, computer-wise. You might say: pomme? – cuter.


You might say.


Rich was often lonely. He consoled himself with the thought that most people are often lonely, actually. And he had a wide circle of online friends, well mediated via social media. His computer, in its poky little study, was a window into a literally worldwide nexus of friendship. So he had no reason to feel lonely. Ergo, his sometimes feelings of loneliness were irrational and should be ignored.


And now it was midnight, and Rich was weeping openly at a video someone had posted, of an elephant mother in Nepal being reunited with her baby elephant. The baby had slipped down a sort-of cliff, this super-steep incline, and human beings worked energetically to clamber down and put the baby in this kind-of harness thing, and rope her back up the slope – not wholly vertical, but not far off, and with a big drop below into a river chasm – and all the time the anxious mother was waving her trunk and walking up and down up top and making this odd little hooting sound. And when the baby was finally dragged to the top and the mother wrapped her trunk around him, Rich started crying – proper open-mouth, gaspy, ugly crying. Oh, he wailed. It didn’t matter because there was nobody around to observe his breakdown, or his release, or his what-would-you-call-it. He went through to the bathroom and washed his face.


Eleven next morning, a bright sunlit day outside, and Rich was at his computer. He had some of his creative files open, and was piddling away the time on Coole, on Instagram, on Twitter, on Rowndup, and refreshing a couple of his favourite blogs and adding tiles to his month-long game of Tessellation. He wondered about getting on with some writing. But there was no hurry.


The D-Work app pinged, and he pulled up the requisite window. It was a job. And that was good, because he certainly needed the money. The gig was 690 metres away: a ten-minute interview for a magazine piece to be machine-polished later. Cushty. He picked his phone from its cradle and was about to head straight out the front door when he clocked the little telephone icon in the corner of the job receipt. That tiny stylised humpback bridge floating a fraction above that tapering base, that yurt-shape with its grid of ten little windows in its middle. Odd, really, that nobody has designed a more up-to-date phone icon. You wouldn’t actually see a device like that outside a museum.


D-Work didn’t usually require an actual phone call, but that was what the icon meant. Odd. Rich took a breath. He was a normal guy and had a normal guy’s aversion to actually speaking to people over the phone. But it couldn’t be helped, not if he wanted to be paid. So he pulled the job receipt on his phone and pressed the icon.


Four rings. Indicative of busy-ness, or an insolence that derived pleasure from making him wait, impossible to know. Finally a voice said: ‘Rigby?’


‘Hello,’ said Rich.


‘Alan Richard Rigby?’


‘Speaking,’ said Rich. ‘That’s me. I’m Rigby.’


‘Superb,’ said the woman. Well educated and middle-class, but not from London. If he had to guess, Rich would have said Lancashire, Cheshire, somewhere like that. ‘That’s just excellent, superb news. Really good to speak, Adam.’


‘Alan.’


‘Say?’


‘It’s Alan.’


‘What did I say?’


‘Adam. But it’s Richard.’


The slightest of pauses.


‘What?’


‘My first name is Alan but people call me Rich, not, not …’ He sucked a swift breath. ‘Not that it matters.’


Her voice re-ramped its enthusiasm. ‘Excellent – Rich. Thanks for that clarity, Rich. Superlative.’


‘The gig’s,’ Rich said, ‘a half-mile off, and I’ll need to saddle up Shanks’s pony – I mean, I’m assuming you’d rather I didn’t hire a cab?’


‘No expense file on this one, Richard.’


‘Rich. But, that’s fine, but of course it means I’m walking, so I really need to get going. We can quicken our chat, I hope?’


‘Superlative,’ said the woman. ‘Excellent. I just wanted to have a quick actual-talk with you before you went. Copy is for First Adept – the magazine?’


There were forty thousand online magazines, and outside his narrow and idiosyncratic set of personal interests, Rich knew the name of none of them. He said: ‘Ah.’


‘We are assembling a piece on The This. You have heard of The This?’


‘Sure,’ said Rich. ‘Hands-free Twitter, and so on and so forth.’


‘Forewarned is,’ said the woman, dropping her voice, ‘forearmed. Verb-sap, yes? Some people call them a cult, but that’s – let me stress – not the right way to think about them.’


‘Not a cult,’ Rich said, pulling up a quick search on his computer with his free hand to refresh his memory. The This. Their app ran on a somatic implant, injected into the roof of the mouth, that augmented the interactivity experience. You could, if you wished, continue to type messages on your social media in the traditional way, but the insert meant that communication could be sent directly if you preferred. It was, apparently, a middling-to-exacting mental discipline to learn how to subvocalise a message with enough clarity for the cranial implant to pick it up and transmit it. But the more users practised, the more they were able to send messages to their friends and followers just by thinking them. A gimmick, clearly.


‘Please don’t antagonise them,’ said the voice at the end of the phone.


‘Not a cult,’ said Rich.


‘Seriously, don’t use that word in your interview. There are four questions on the docket, feel free to expand and let the conversation go where it will, but steer clear of the c-word, yes?’


‘Sure,’ said Rich.


‘By c-word I mean “cult”.’


‘Yes,’ said Rich.


‘Not that you want to use the other c-word, I’d imagine, in an interview like this,’ she added, with a forced little laugh.


‘Yes,’ said Rich. Then he said: ‘No.’


Then an awkward pause. But these talking–hearing conversations were so tricky to gauge: was that pause an awkward one? Or just a regular pause of the sort that happened in regular conversations? Perhaps he should fill the silence.


The silence stretched.


Eventually, she said, chillily: ‘Can you have the interview text entered into the pro forma by four this afternoon?’


DifferenceWork contracts mandated a 24-hour turnaround, but clients always wanted copy much more rapidly than that. Rich could insist upon his contractual leeway, but if he did so the client would likely give him a crummy rating, and that could impact his going-forward likelihood of picking up future gigs, so he said, ‘Yes, of course, that’s fine.’


‘One more thing, Adam,’ she added.


He didn’t correct her this time. ‘All ears.’


‘This is for your own protection,’ she said. ‘I’m serious when I say this. You’re our third choice for this interview.’


‘Oh,’ said Rich.


‘The initial idea was to have a celebrity conduct the interview, ya? I won’t tell you her name, except that you would instantly recognise her – an influencer, a star. She took the gig and went along and then she messaged us to say she was returning our fee and joining The This.’


‘Ah,’ said Rich.


‘Celebrities can be flaky. I mean, you know? Right? So we figured – a professional writer would be the very and exact thing. That’s when we went on D-Work. This was yesterday. Got a writer in the Putney area, he accepted the gig. When he never returned copy, we pushed through the thicket of D-Work customer care until we got a real person on the line. It seems this individual has also joined The This. Do you understand?’


‘OK,’ said Rich, thinking to himself: Not a cult, right.


‘Forewarned is forearmed, ya?’ said the woman. ‘Ya? I’m not saying you can’t join, if you like the look of them. You’re a free agent. Do what you like. But please just promise me one thing, please just file your pro forma first, yeah?’


‘Sure.’


‘Be a professional, Adam, yeah? Do your job.’


And the conversation was at an end without further pleasantries. Was that how voice-to-voice phone calls went these days? Rich thanked his lucky stars he didn’t have the sort of extensive experience that would have meant he knew the answer to that question.


Rich had been pressing the phone so hard against his left ear that it was now sore from the pressure. He slipped the device into his shirt pocket, rubbed his face hard with both his hands, and got up from the desk. Logged the call, put on a jacket, touched the safepanel in the hall and stepped outside.


It was a sunny day. A marine-coloured sky. A scattering of bright white clouds were stretching their irregularly shaped wings. Birds circled. Rich paused on his building’s doorstep to put on sunglasses, and then navigated the mob of bins, gathered like ravers in the tiny front yard, mouths open at the gobsmacking splendour of the day. Then onto the pavement, turn left and along to the main road. The paving stones were the heaviest pack of playing cards in the process of being very slowly shuffled by the swelling tree roots, and it meant he had to watch his footing as he walked. But once he reached Putney Hill and turned down it, he was able to get his phone out and check his feeds.


A wait at the junction, where the South Circular traffic buzzed and fizzed its electric way westward and eastward. Rich on his phone, just like every other pedestrian, crowds at each of the four corners of this cross-hatched yellow box. All this infrastructure, set up in the last century to service that small fraction of the population who were actually blind, had found new purpose in this century servicing the physically sighted but functionally blind population walking about with their gazes kidnapped by their phones.


Bip-bip-bip-bip, and Rich stretched his legs and strode across.


Past the station and down the hill, swerving as and when another sightless pedestrian approached in the opposite direction with that sixth sense modern humanity has developed since the invention of these screens, these ubiquitous screens, these unignorable screens. An electronic patter of unignorable status updates, and he couldn’t look away. The map-app pinged him to turn left. He was at the river. Putney Bridge, which is of stone, wearing its row of Victorian-style lampposts like eyelashes. And there was the Thames, the only English river worshipped as a god by the aboriginal inhabitants of these islands, still not weary after forty thousand years of scouring its gravel bed and pouring itself into the sea. The air smelt of silt and brine and vaguely of something tartly chemical, which fact barely registered on Rich’s sensorium. Rich didn’t look at the river. It’s not as though he’d never seen it before, after all. Eyes on his phone, he trotted down Lower Richmond Road and stopped when his map-app sounded its little alarm.


He was there.


There is a word that always describes where we are, of course.


Rich finally disengaged his eyes from his phone. The Putney offices of The This were a new-build seven-storey weave of glass, helixing white stone pillars and steel. It looked expensive which, Rich assumed, was the point. He walked up the ramp. Doors swished away before him and reconnected behind him and he was in a marble hallway.


‘Hello?’ he said to the receptionist. A real live human, paid to sit behind a counter all day. Rich moved closer, smacking the marble as he walked, as if his own feet were slow-clapping him. ‘I’m Rich Rigby. DifferenceWork have set up a quick interview with –’ he checked his phone – ‘Aella Hamilton?’


‘Alan Richard Rigby?’ returned the receptionist.


The desk buzzed and extruded a credit-card-sized badge with Rich’s face on it. In the image he was looking nervously away and to the left. He peered at himself.


‘It’s only,’ said Rich, pressing the sticky side of the badge to his top, ‘a ten minuter, I think.’


‘Lift four, please,’ said the receptionist.


Rich crossed the hall to the row of lifts and waited. There was a stand-alone artwork in the hallway, a sort-of lace pyramid assemblage. Rich snapped it on his phone and it was immediately app-explained to him: 86,000 individual grains of rice, cooked, miniature pieces of magnetised wire inserted into each, and then dried. Once this feat had been accomplished the artist – Yu Fo He – had sculpted a complex magnetic interference pattern and positioned the grains in the field. The work symbolished the beauty with which the irreducible individuality of humanity combined into larger patterns and structures. Yu had used brown rice to reflect the ethnic diversity of humanity and …


Ping, said the lift. Rich stepped inside.


He pressed no buttons but the lift set off anyway. Symbolished. An actual word he happened not to know, or a trendy neologism by the artist? He fished his phone out to check, but he’d reached the necessary floor so he didn’t have time to look. And there, as the doors slid back, was his subject, hands behind her back, a large and wholly insincere smile on her face.


‘Rich? Wonderful to meet you. Come through. I can offer you coffee, water?’


‘Nothing to drink, thank you,’ said Rich. ‘Shall I call you Aella?’


‘I’d be very surprised if there’s a need to call me anything,’ she replied, and gestured towards an L of brand-new sofas.


Rich glanced past her at what he supposed was The This office space. There didn’t seem to be anybody about. Desks, computers, and floor-to-ceiling windows providing a fine view over the river and into Fulham. No workers at the desks, though. Rich sat. There was plenty of room on this sofa but Aella sat on the adjacent spur.
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