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1 - THE OFFICE


On a cloudy Thursday Lamorna felt like her birthday couldn‘t get much worse. She had hardly slept the night before and watched her alarm clock tick minute for minute until it showed 6.30 a.m. Her back felt like she had been contorted, her neck ached as if she had been lightly choked and her head throbbed. As she tossed the covers aside and looked back at the bed she took a long look at the clock. Its long white hand crept towards the next minute, 6.31 a.m., then another, 6.32 a.m. Lamorna wished that it would already fast forward to 1.30 a.m. so that she could collapse into unconsciousness once more and the day would be over.


The pervasive desire to stay there all day wouldn’t fade from her mind and she wondered if anyone would notice if she followed through with it. Lamorna’s world was a closed loop, a fishbowl of an existence. Either she was at Optix, or cooped up safely in the functional pen of her small flat in the city. The lonesome bed was surrounded with worn and crumpled clothes, almost empty crisp packets and sticky shot glasses. The blatant necessity to clean her room was just one of the many things she was a master of avoiding. And it wasn’t as if anybody was going to notice. The steady hum of passing traffic punctuated by car horns reminder her that there were other people around.


Many a time she had used the covers as a kind of time machine to move the clock forward a few hours. And it wasn’t the first birthday where she could have used the trick. But today was a working day and she resolved to take baby steps and slowly get up. As usual she started by checking Platform: her phone lit up with a couple of messages from people she had never met in real life. Pepper, a young photographer was one such friend. She wondered if Pepper was a bot, that might explain why she answered so quickly and always got in touch. At least one person knew it was my birthday, she smiled and then opened her meditation app, downloaded on a whim and rarely used. The yellow glow of the screen reminded our protagonist of the garish morning television of her childhood. Half expecting a lycra-donned man of middle age to try to motivate her to do some improbable stretches, she swiftly closed the app and put on some music, something repetitive without lyrics. It was too early for words.


Lamorna begrudgingly heaved herself out of bed and made her way to the bathroom, where a bright neon explosion assaulted her senses. The penetrating hum and shrill brightness made her feel like she was being held in a black ops military facility, being interrogated at gunpoint. Her knees felt weak, creaky even, and she held her hand up to shelter her eyes, pained by the ocular onslaught. The birthday girl took a quick shower, focussing on cleanliness and efficiency, rather than enjoying any particular self-care routine. Her long brown hair didn’t require much attention, she half-dried it with a towel and put it up in a bun. On her bedroom floor she looked around for clothes clean enough to wear once more, found a red t-shirt as well as some faded black jeans and made her way towards her living room.


Lamorna’s flat was spacious enough, but she had crammed it full of nostalgia, hobbies and art. Not necessarily things she was nostalgic of, more like things which popular culture had agreed on being nostalgic for. Film memorabilia from cult films, science fiction and fantasy genres. Expressionist art prints, framed in black. Reissue modernist lamps, ironic placemats and a few medium sized cacti. Here she could be surrounded by popular culture without the need to go out too much. Her work at Optix and the demands of her boss, Jason Chamberlain placed certain restrictions on her. Nevertheless, it suited her just fine. She was doing important, necessary work and had everything else she needed at home.


Lamorna made herself a bowl of porridge with soya milk and honey, switched on her phone and scanned the news for any tech updates. She ignored some ads for a fortune-teller, blue robed and dark hair, “such a cliché”, she muttered to herself. Checked the news and wolfed down her breakfast. She read some rumours of a supposed Optix update, but knew it wasn’t worth reading, she was probably the best informed person in the company. Working closely with the CEO and company guru, Jason Chamberlain for over five years now, Lamorna knew all of the inner workings of the company. He was not easy to work for, being very exacting and expecting nothing more than great sacrifice from his most trusted employees. To which Lamorna duly obliged, ‘with great power comes great responsibility’, she often told herself. Lamorna knew the lingo, understood the importance of maintaining an impregnable facade. Talking of which, she gave her pristine white teeth a proper scrub, flung on a jacket, checked herself in the mirror for fidelity, being sure to check the deepest blue of her eyes for any sign of spasm, and made her way out the door.


Lamorna’s short ride to the Optix head quarters took her down the main road into the city. On that particular dull and drab day she was loath to hang around and get wet. Lamorna’s wont was to tread as hard as possible on the pedals and fly past the buildings, avoiding gaping potholes and ominously parked delivery vans, having learnt her lessons in the past. Her precious little brain needed protecting and one’s legs were principally there to transport the central nervous system to the place it was needed.


Having arrived, she locked her bike in the underground car park, not leaving it unlocked outside. The city was not a safe place to leave such things just standing around. The Optix office building was the only well looked after building in that part of town, despite initial appearances. And that had nothing to do with the particular architecture of the Optix building itself. It was a relatively modern eight storey tower, no more than six or seven years old. Covered in glass and zinc, it imbued any observer with the feeling of seeing a ginormous mobile phone stood upright and inflated to improbable dimensions. The periphery of the building contained a blue hued light system tracing a line around the seventh story, where the Alpha team’s offices were located. The company’s purpose was to make sure the office building did indeed fit in with the run down and dilapidated surroundings. The entire company’s purpose was built around this. Urban decay had heavily set in and most of the other premises were either already empty and ridden with squatters, or on the way out. Many companies to struggled to find customers, most goods were bought elsewhere nowadays and had little need to go into the city to shop. Most people would rather do their purchasing at their own leisure in the living quarters, or at their desks at work. The shells of old buildings, the run-down facades and decrepit veneers of dead domiciles were no longer visible anymore to the naked eye. Optix saw to that.


Founded on a desire to improve quality of life and raise levels of happiness to unprecedented levels Jason Chamberlain, a bright spark and charismatic nerd, had introduced the Optix technology seven years ago to an astounded tech congress in Munich. There, hundreds of tech heads held a great conference and developed new ideas for the future, be it in the realms of food, entertainment or commerce. Yet, Chamberlain surpassed them all when he revealed the eye implant technology he had developed, ‘Optix’. Instead of seeing old surfaces, a new pristine texture and colour would be overlaid in real time. Street surfaces appeared newly laid, urban decay became a thing of the past, at least on the surface, and the implants brought people’s lives back into a kind of new technicolour. The devices worked like a hearing aid for the retina, adapting the perceived image and manipulating the brain signal sent for processing in the visual cortex. Implantation of the devices was conducted at local Optix offices which had taken on the role of local opticians for the users. The procedure was minimally invasive and a closely guarded company secret. Each user was given a local anaesthetic and it was all over within mere minutes. A remote link-up via the ever-present wireless network meant that one was forever connected and always able to see what you wanted to see.


The new Optix implants provided a beautiful facade which hid the ugly truth and helped society to appreciate a more palatable aesthetic. Local redevelopment projects were put on the back-burner, gentrification was abound, regardless of the actual state of the buildings, local councils raised tax income, the poor were priced out of living in their family homes or of renting in newly flourishing neighbourhoods. Governments had little incentive to invest and at the same time they were raking in millions of tax income.


The architects were the main designers at Optix, working on new texture updates which users could subscribe to for a small monthly fee. By now Optix already had over two billion worldwide monthly users, on a par with the larger tech companies like Platform. You could never be certain if any two people were seeing exactly the same thing. Users just got used to seeing different coloured walls, customised textures and idealised veneers. The basic package included all necessary gentrification improvements; making sourdough bakeries out of ruins, coffee shops out of husks. The premium package had more luscious finishes and more detailed textures. The adaptive artificial intelligence involved also enabled the signs to be automatically translated to the user’s preferred language, where desired. The Alpha package was looked after by Lamorna and her team, they were pushing the implant towards what wasn’t yet possible and curating the entire user experience. They were given a great deal of creative licence to experiment and try new things in different environments. They applied Yves Klein’s IKB 79 to an entire city block in New York at the behest of one client. The project was especially complex because all infrastructure was to appear in the exact shade of blue, in real time, in different light environments. With different textures and colours at the same time it was a lot easier. The premium clients were often well-paid lawyers and city investors, who would need an ever more intensive hit. They would also compete with each other over the newest updates and bragging rights were very important. Glass prism surfaces also proved to be quite a conundrum, as well as those in absolute black, denying any reflection of brightness from its surface.


Lamorna tried to push Alpha packages onto artistic types, but they were the most resistant and underrepresented demographic. Many even forwent having the implants in the first place, even though they cost nothing to have installed. Lamorna pondered their potential reasons, laziness or risk aversion seemed unlikely to her. ‘Could they be waiting for a more extreme version? Was it generally a step too far? Did they want to just rebel and decry this exploitation of man’s gift, the gift of vision? Were they planning an uprising?’ Lamorna didn’t ponder these questions too often, she and the company had enough users to keep them busy.


Entering the building via the basement level Lamorna boarded the lift and took the glass elevator up to the seventh floor. Upon arrival she passed the coffee area and went past the long rows of cubicles which reached as far as the windows; the greyness of their walls matched only by the faces of their occupants. Thankfully the higher-ups each got their own private offices. Lamorna’s name was emblazoned on the door: ‘Lamorna Cruickshanks - Alpha’. The dull environs of her office enabled her to concentrate on her twin screens. The uninspiring walls, patchy and badly painted, lacking any flair or flash of colour, made all else seem so much more fascinating. Lamorna’s implants were always in use anyway and so the office wasn’t too ugly for her. The patchy walls, like a faded monotone Mondrian, were just too much for any significant period of time.


Sat at her desk she could hear a soft voice on the other side of the thin walls. One of her closer colleagues, Felix, was already speaking with his team. Felix was one of the few people she would consider inviting to her flat for some beers, providing she still had the need to see people after work. Alas, that was rarely the case.


Demanding and draining, the latest developments of the beta testing had been met with unsatisfying results. Jason Chamberlain was on the war path and the Alpha team were on his hit list. The premium and basic package workers, constantly under pressure to deliver, suffered relentless deadlines. Their life was one of fear. Pressed for time, constantly being observed thanks to computer software monitoring their productivity and proficiency. The Alpha team members had the dual role of working on their own projects and man-managing the basic and premium package employees. Some of the aggression and stress the Alpha members received from Chamberlain inevitably bled down into the rest of the company. Lamorna felt that they were all working towards a future where things would become easier for everyone involved and it was worth giving everything now for the reward of making something truly life-changing. Unfortunately, it was more a case of out-of-their-depth Alpha members blindly leading the lower-downs, without any personnel training, without any proper resources and without enough time. Chamberlain promoted the members of the Alpha Team based on their coding and architecture prowess, not their soft-skills or interpersonal competences. He favoured a leading-by-example style of management over any cohesive, well thought out leadership strategy. In some teams this worked fine, in other cases there were high stress levels, sick leave aplenty, regular burnouts and even some cases of attempted suicide. Over the course of the entire enterprise this was just the kind of error rate Jason Chamberlain expected. There was always a work-around, a rewrite of a line of code or a new architect coming through the door. Optix had to look forward and remain focussed on the big picture, not to keep track of every individual passing through its doors.


Chamberlain came out of his office just as Lamorna was outside it, “Lamorna, good morning, come in for a sec, will you?”, he asked.


“Sure thing, what’s up?”, she replied. He looked like he hadn’t slept, with dark rings around his eyes and dishevelled light brown hair. His t-shirt looked even more wrinkled than hers. Lamorna remained standing while he told of his frustrations at some of her recent work. She had missed a few deadlines on Alpha package commissions. The complexity of the work was ridiculous, mirrored chrome and diamond surfaces interlaced with mother of pearl, just for a single villa. And the client had gone to Chamberlain and vented his own issues at her work. Her exacting nature, as well as her pride in her detailing didn’t allow her to turn in sub-standard results. Despite what the client said, Lamorna felt that the time frame had simply not been enough time for the level of artistry to achieved.


“I am an architect, Jason. It takes a lot of work to get it right, you understand that right?”, Lamorna looked up at Chamberlain looking for confirmation and support, receiving none of the sort. His face was set in stone. The elf-like appearance of a young twenty-year-old programmer, soon to turn forty, met with the grim contours of a Picasso. His face was oftentimes at a perpendicular to Lamorna, not deeming it necessary to look at her directly. She took in his sharp profile, his slim build, his slim fingers and impatient manner. This was not a person she wanted to anger, but neither could she hold her tongue much longer. Too many of her team had suffered at her own hand of late and she needed to pass on some of the pressure. Our heroine added: “The team needs a break, Jason. There are only so many times I can tell them I need them to pull another double-shift or to stay for the weekend. There are only so many times I can tell them the same thing over and over again”.


Jason Chamberlain, slowly turned to face her, “You are one of the most important architects here Lamorna and I expect more from you. You have to understand that these deadlines are not arbitrary, they are reality. They govern what work you have to do and by when. For the reputation of this company, for my reputation. It reflects on us all. You have already spent enough time on your own projects for this month. It is time you realised what you are really here for. Here is a list of tasks I expect done by you and your team by this time next week and I will not be happy if you fail to complete it. You should know better, Lamorna. How many years have we been working together? Have you ever known me to risk our reputation? The Alpha team has been resting on their laurels as of late and I have decided to give some of your duties to Savia. She has shown me enough in her work in the premium team that she is ready for the step-up. Look sharp Lamorna, the Alpha team can’t afford these kinds of failures, you can’t afford it either”.


“I know, I’m sorry Jason”, immediately, Lamorna felt disappointed at herself for apologising. Why was this now her fault? But Chamberlain wasn’t done yet, his chiseled chin continued to wag magnanimously. She resented Savia being given any more responsibility; her star had risen quickly enough already. She would do anything and everything Jason requested.


While dwelling on her anger, Chamberlain cut back in, “it’s not your apology I need, it’s results. Your ideas are important for us, but you are also a role-model to others. New people come into the company all of the time and some of them will fall by the wayside. You are here to guide those who stay, who have made the grade. But it is a high-water mark that you have set while you have been here Lamorna. You cannot afford to let your standards slip, there are others ready to take over your role here. And I don’t think that is what you want, is it?”.


“Of course not”, her head now sunken, her will once again pliable.


“Good, then back to your office and get going!”, Lamorna trundled back to her office, resigned to accepting Chamberlain’s will once more. Picturing the ground tearing apart beneath her, a tightrope revealed itself upon which she was balanced. Either side there were flames ready to engulf her and ahead was only a never-ending rope. She knew that she had earned her place at the company and wasn’t ready to relinquish it. The mere thought of being replaced surprised her. ‘Had she really been slacking off recently?’ Despite the disorder she kept at home, her Optix workplace was mostly spotless, save a few old coffee mugs she hadn’t yet cleared away. Lamorna was always so hard-working and eager to please. Her colleagues and clients always seemed happy with her contributions at least. Why couldn’t they just voice their concerns directly with her, or was there not really anything to worry about? She ran the dressing-down from Chamberlain through her mind a few times and wished that she had stood up for herself more. Lamorna never knew what to say to criticism, apart from ‘yes, okay’ and ‘no problem, I’ll get right on it’. Clamming up inside her protective shell made a lot more sense to her.


In the end, however, she felt that Jason Chamberlain had to be right. Ultimately, he had to be. He knew what he was doing and had led the company to become a tech behemoth. In his more than capable hands they were sure to emerge in new markets with great new technological advancements and lead the way in shaping a better future. She wanted to be a part of that, now and for the next thirty years. Up till now she had deserved it. She surely had her best interests at heart; he trusted her judgement and valued her input, after all. He knew how to lead her and how to deal with her when she was angry. It felt like protection, security. He was a mentor to her, she had a lot to learn from him, now and also in the years to come.


Lamorna took a walk around her office, there wasn’t much to look at, but retracing conversations made more sense to her if she paced around the room, talking to the walls. For a minute she even deactivated her implant, inspected the finer details of her office; the matt wallpaper and the mahogany wood grain of her desk. She rarely deactivated Optix, but it made little difference inside the pristine office building. A little break from her standard reality was necessary, so she opened the app and put it on a ten minute timer. Officially, this was also something that Optix advised in their instruction manuals, available online. But statistics showed that few people actually opened them, let alone read them. Optix was the new reality, the status quo; a way to ignore the lack of public investment, the corruption and the broken promises. A life of keeping your head in the sand.










2 - LAMORNA’S LAMENT


Lamorna spent the next few weeks working a great deal of overtime, powered by caffeine. She met her targets, accomplished great results and her team were rewarded with a spa day, Just what she needed: being damned to have to spend even more time with her colleagues. They had surely had enough of her by now already.


She stretched out on the sofa and picked up her phone. She had a few messages from friends on Platform; they were responding to some recently posted photographs from her latest photo tour. By taking photographs she hoped to be able to see nature for what it was. Her preference was macro photography, where she would get really close up and capture the detail of a leaf’s veins, a tree’s bark or a lake’s shimmer. Looking back over her photographs she quickly realised that she had a clear modus operandi. Go out to the forest, get really close and take some macro shots, post a couple of pictures the following days, and wait for the praise. But really it was so much more for her. It was a chance to listen to electronica through her headphones and be alone, all the while ignoring the call of the ducks landing on the lake, the shivering of the trees and the water lapping on the edge of the lake. Whilst walking through the forest she ignored what made it so enjoyable. Even with the camera, she was just collecting information. Try as she might to do something artistic with it, she rarely felt she was adding any value to her captured image. If anything, she was cutting away and abstracting the image away from that which made it magical in the first place. As she persisted with this newest of hobbies she pushed through this phase and realised that the abstraction of nature was not in her best interest, that the natural light and changing seasons be best captured in colour and her black and white fascination best left for man-made constructions. Lamorna’s love of black and white images was not a new thing: it was how she had spent most of her life, in hindsight. Either you were with her, or against. Things were either true or false. She held grudges, lost friends, forgotten shared stories because of it.


Now back at her flat a frustrated Lamorna opened a recently downloaded mindfulness app, it promised to bring her mind to a state of atonement and peace; the ratings were really good and she wanted to give it a try. She wanted to meditate and find her centre, wherever that may be. The app promised a lot: enabling her to eventually become one with herself and feel rejuvenated. At least, that‘s what the paid reviews seemed to have said. Lamorna lay on the floor listening to the first lesson, she found it very difficult to lie still, she felt hyper-aware of herself and thought only that if anyone was watching, they would believe her to be crazy. In her own flat, with headphones on, t-shirt and underpants, lying on her rug.


The instructions began, “Welcome to mindfulness. We want to help you relax after a busy day, to help you focus on your goals and to build a better future. Perhaps you feel stressed out by work, feel like you are losing control of your feelings or just need a bit of ‘me’ time”.


Lamorna let out a long punch of air out of her lungs. ‘Oh boy’, she thought to herself, talk about hitting the mark.


The soft male voice continued, “we all sometimes have that feeling that we need a little help with sorting our thoughts and other times it is necessary to let some things go”.


Lamorna closed her eyes and concentrated on the guy’s voice. He proceeded to describe a situation where a dog is stood at the side of the road and watching cars zoom past, some red, some grey, some large, others very small. Lamorna wanted to be all the dogs, all the time, catching all of the cars. She knew it was impossible, but her stubbornness and determination wouldn’t allow her to stop. Choosing any particular car felt impossible, leaving all to their own devices felt like failure. Standing on the sidelines wasn’t her style. Lamorna needed to find another solution. A roadblock, a car crash, a terrorist attack. Anything to slow them down. She needed to just let them be, just be the dog on the side of the road. Then she wondered what kind of dog she would be, a Rottweiler? A Collie? A Dachshund? The passing cars were of different marques, BMW, Ford, Tesla, but she wasn’t interested in chasing them particularly. Unlike the thoughts racing around her brain, the cars were of little interest to her and an insufficient metaphor. She removed her headphones and simply lay in her quiet living room, cycling through her apps before getting bored and rolling into bed a couple of hours later.


***


Fitness was important to Lamorna and so was being a recluse. Unwilling to risk bumping into anyone she knew, Lamorna had developed a way of keeping fit at home. She plugged her bike into a turbo trainer to get that hamster-wheel-like burn in her legs, being careful to take a towel with her before covering her oak floor in sweat. Pedalling for a good hour, doing intervals, drinking fluids and watching an episode of her favourite fantasy series, gave her the rewarding feeling of exhilaration without needing to go outside. The series itself being an inevitable clash of warring parties, subterfuge, dragons, romance and magic. These other worlds, wrought in mystique and sorcery, unlike the sterile senility of her own, allowed her brain to run amok while imagining all possible endings to the story. Myriad conclusions coursed through her mind as she pedalled up the mountain, and rode into battle to defeat the army of the dead. As the series progressed and things reached its inevitable climax, where the good guys win, she clung to her hopes that one of her predicted endings would come true, before being disappointed. Before long another show would pop up and Lamorna could pin her hopes on the next tale of rogues, sorcerers, mercenaries, battles, dynasties and destiny. And so it continued for a long while, a hamster wheel of time, evening escapism from her drab routine. The main thing was that she kept fit. Fit enough to keep working.










3 - THE MESSAGE


On a bright spring morning Lamorna received a message from Pepper, a Platform friend telling her about a chill coffee shop which had been garnering some attention in recent days. There had been some amazing reviews on Platform and apparently you just had to give it a try. Lamorna wondered to herself whether she should bother, it would surely be overfilled with young professionals, like herself. She had enough of those types at work. But Pepper was rarely wrong, seemingly in possession of clairvoyant talents.


It had been a few days since she had been to work, it was a rare free weekend. Lamorna, who had kept herself to herself in the flat, was ready to brave the fresh air, she donned her favourite faded black jacket and high-tops and made her way down the road. She popped in her headphones, chose some darkwave to listen to and looked up at the sunshine, the sky was a bit bright for her that morning so she adapted her Optix implants accordingly. She preferred to keep herself in the dark.


In the city the store fronts had, in her opinion, the most garish fonts for their signs: Comic Sans here, Stencil Script there. And so she changed them to a crisp Gotham or Futura, much more suiting her palette. The colours seemed ill-suited to their purposes too. A deli with squiggly black signage seemed better attuned to a tattoo studio and pink equally ill-suited to a petrol station, so she simply switched them around and adjusted the RGB values on the fly. She was unable to leave her work alone; never holding herself back from commenting on how garish or dull something was, poorly designed or overly complicated. As she approached the cafe she saw that two other people were waiting outside, a short dark-haired man of about forty-five, the little hair left on his head stood up in the wind as if trying to flee, and a woman of about forty, with thin blonde hair and a green felt jacket on.


“Hi, have you been waiting long?”, Lamorna asked, as she approached.


The short man turned to her and said: “We have been coming here for years and now we can’t get a seat. We went to the school with the owner and now they are just eating up all the attention they can get. They just want to be popular”.


He seemed particularly upset by the situation and Lamorna expressed her sympathy and had that problem with some of her former favourite bands, eventually they fit their style to the taste of their audience and lose the thing which made them unique in the first place. In reality selling out was something Lamorna understood in her own life too. She had also been more interested in nature than in computers, but that was just the way it was. Nature doesn’t pay the bills, unless you chop down the trees to save on heating. As she stood there thinking about all of that the couple turned to her, said that they were tired of waiting and said: “So long”. Lamorna had been too stuck in her own head to continue that basic human interaction and watched them walk away down the road, probably to the next greasy spoon.


She looked at the small signed stood at the entrance to the coffee shop, ‘Please wait here’ stood on it. She waited a while and after a time a short grey-haired lady came out and beckoned her in and showed her to a formica table. The woman held a faded cream coloured coffee pot in her hand and asked her if she wanted a cup, she nodded and Lamorna watched the steam rise up to the yellowed ceiling. The place was grimy and simple, Lamorna ordered a pasty as she felt quite hungry, she had skipped breakfast, done an hour that morning on the bike, some simple weight exercises and felt pangs in her stomach. She got out her phone and checked her messages. She had a few new comments on her latest photos, ’awesome angle’, ‘cool’, and a couple of invites from her Platform friends to concerts in towns over 300km away. She had no intention of going, but replied with a uncommitted level of enthusiasm. It had been about a decade since she last saw a band live.


She had a few other notifications to read, some new videos from her favourite Platform content creators, some program updates, as well as some work emails that she needed to work on over the weekend. This was how she usually spent her Sunday: first of all ignoring all thoughts of work and then reluctantly getting ready for Monday. She sat drinking her black coffee, slowly feeling its strength and then her Cornish pasty arrived. She smelt it closely on arrival and then eventually bit into its hot, crisp crust she was taken back to her childhood, to wet shopping trips into town with her parents and travelling back from town with a few pasties in the car to be eaten that evening at home. The smell was earthy, oniony and meaty. The moist beef steak was juicy, fatty and easy to chew, the potatoes moistened by the meat juices and the turnip just soaked everything else up. For the pasty alone Lamorna was happy to have visited the cafe, not so much for the coffee. It was overly bitter and quickly cooled. She opened up her phone again and looked at the online reviews for the coffee shop, averaged four and a half out of five, pretty skewed she thought, although maybe everyone else was also basing their review on the quality of their pasties as opposed to the cleanliness or coffee standard.


As she got stuck in another loop of her apps, cycling through news, emails, Platform and photos she heard the bell ring for a new customer at the door. It was a tall, thin man of about sixty years and he was wearing a top hat. Lamorna’s first instinct was to clandestinely angle her phone at him and take a snapshot to share later, but thought better of it as he, despite the clutter of pans and cups, might hear the shutter noise. He was guided to a table in the corner to Lamorna’s left and sat down and received his own cup of diesel.


She watched him slowly raise the cup to his mouth and blow on the coffee’s surface and she saw the man revel in seeing the spirals of steam fly up, just as she had enjoyed. The man turned to his right and noticed Lamorna grin, he gave her a nod in a nonchalant, almost disinterested manner. He took a sip of the black coffee, wincing as he placed it back down. Lamorna gave a chortle. This caught his attention and he looked over at her again, this time being looking distrustful and irritated. “Do they even know how to make coffee?”, Lamorna let slip. She raised her own cup and gave it a try, mimicking his reaction in the process. The man now let out a huge belly laugh, which caught Lamorna off guard. The man had seemed so tense and reclusive and also not fully of this time, yet to see him laugh like that put her at a strange level of ease. If he had any sinister intentions, he surely would have maintained the mysterious facade.


“I think they forgot to add that special something”, the man remarked. “A modicum of taste and good sense, that could be it.” And with his words he let out another laugh. Lamorna was sure he was going to fall off his chair at that rate and she hunkered in for the show. She noticed now how his outfit resembled that of a circus master, only in black and white. His jacket had long tails down the back, he wore pointed shoes and his moustache was similar horned at each end.


“You know”, he began, “there is quite a smashing place on the other end of town where one can really have their mind blown.” This was taking an odd turn, Lamorna mused.


“Quite otherworldly; the most wonderful outer body experiences”, the strange man continued.


Lamorna’s smile now turning into a serious poker face replied, “Really? And how often have you been there?”, she countered. Figuring it would be a good idea to be specific, rather than just trying to ignore the man.


“Oh, I’ve never been invited. Special invitation only, you see. It is a splendid establishment apparently and only the most promising and enlightened of individuals are even considered for invitation. The madam running the joint is a wise one indeed. She has what you would call protections in place to ensure verisimilitude and suitability for compatibility. Plainly put, she doesn’t just open her doors for anybody.”


“Sounds like quite the place”, Lamorna tried to keep it polite, but in reality she was hankering for a look at her phone. She wanted to get back in touch with Pepper and check out the most recent black and white posts; the behatted man had inspired her in all of his Victorian glory: he would look amazing in black and white, astride a Dalmatian who is stood a chessboard. Or something of that ilk.


“You can’t fathom how mysterious and elegant a creature she truly is”, the kindly man continued, “truth be told, neither can I. She wouldn’t allow me. We exchange letters, carried by pigeon, naturally. She is careful to phrase her thoughts as such that they are encoded, lest they fall into the hands of the enemy”.


“The enemy?”, Lamorna snapped out the trance she was in while swiping through black and white photos on her phone.


“Why, yes. The enemy. Haven’t you heard? There are dark plans afoot and demons abroad. All fashions of mayhem are at hand and ahead.”


Lamorna wondered whether he could at all be any more vague; she had read her fair share of the literature, be it biblical, fantastical or dystopian to know of the idea of the ‘enemy, demons and mayhem’; it was always easier to depersonalise the common antagonist. She looked at the man, while taking another rank sip of the black tar coffee and thought back on her rhetoric classes at university: “How in the world do I reframe this conversation back to a realm where I am able to talk with this person on my level, on a topic I am comfortable with?” As she pondered the puzzle she lowered her cup, slipped her phone into her pocket and simply confronted the man. “Can I help you with anything specific, or are you just here to tell fantastical stories?”


The circus master smiled a wide, white grin and leaned closer, “you know, these demons are not like in the other stories, they have no wings, no red skin nor do they spout flames. The plans of the enemy have already been put into action and to some extent nobody can truly ‘save the world’, dear Lamorna”.


“Who is Lamorna?”, she countered; of course, her face told another story. She hadn’t mentioned her own name to him yet. She was now feeling quite anxious. She looked towards the exit instinctively and crossed her foot over her opposite ankle with deepened tension, the pressure she applied with her own foot ever intensifying.


“My dear, don’t look surprised, quite aside from the fact that your face is plastered all over Platform and that you work for Mr. Jason Chamberlain, our mutual friend knows almost everything. And it is she who sent me to you”, he twisted one end of his moustache, as if running a victory lap and leaned in even closer to Lamorna. “Lamorna, Master Su has long wished to see you, face to face. Just the two of you.”


“Now this is getting ridiculous. Now you tell me there is a mythical ‘Master Tzu’ character who has deemed me worthy? And she wishes to meet me in her castle and impart me with magical wisdom no doubt!”, spat Lamorna.


“Master Su!”, the man corrected.


“Whatever, I am sorry Mister, but I am far too busy to be going off on some adventure to save the world, or not, or anyway. I bid you good day kind sir, I wish you no ill. Your finesse and charm are quite beguiling and show no clear lack of skill. But our parting is upon us and yes, it is in rhyme, but I am afraid kind sir, that we are out of time.”


The man let out a third great belly laugh. “Master Su was right, you really are the chosen one!”


“Don’t get started on that too, you don’t know how utterly ridiculous that sounds”, Lamorna started laughing too, although she had some way to reach the tall man’s volume. His guffaws had garnered considerable attention in the greasy spoon.


“Okay, you got me. Deeming you worthy of my own test, I was fit to let out that old chestnut. Some people just can’t resist believing that they are some chosen one or of any particular importance; as if it were their destiny to fulfil some great purpose or save the world”, the tall man added.


Lamorna, looked at his face closely, being careful to check for irony, “yeah, I guess I am way too jaded for that”.


“Probably”, the man said, “with a 95% chance, but we’ll see. The more pressing point is that Master Su has indeed requested an audience with you, for she longs to speak to you. She has indeed been keeping an eye on you, seeks your council on some incredibly important matters and has already made arrangements for your travel”.


“No doubt with some kind of flying pestle and mortar or a pumpkin carriage.”


“Yes indeed, how wise you are Lamorna. And you can steer the mortar with a broom, being careful not to let the water turn your teeth to rusted iron. Honestly, do you really think we could let that happen in the city? Such conspicuous methods of transportation are much better served in the forest; most people wouldn’t think to believe their eyes there and would keep such things to themselves. The absolute worst case would be that they tell everyone in the tavern once they have had a bellyful of beer and nobody believes them anyway. No, in the city we utilise standardised transportation, I have a bicycle waiting for you outside.” The man made an elegant seated bow and rotated his eyes looking up to meet Lamorna’s.


“Let us suppose that I agree to meet this Master Su. First of all, why should it be worth my time? And secondly, I have my own bike thank you very much.”


“Time is not really the issue, Lamorna, Master Su is not going anywhere fast. She likes to keep herself shut off from mortal minds, be it locked in thought or in her tower. You see Master Su only lets in those who she thinks can offer her something, a trade if you will. She will give you what you need in return for that which she craves. The Master will ask a lot of you and you may feel shortchanged, you may want to end it all and bury your head in the sand once more, return to your desk and your slavery. You may lose all contact with her for a time, but she will patrol the halls of your mind. Omniscience is not something to be taken lightly, neither will she always display the sympathy you desire. I cannot recommend the path you have already chosen for yourself, Lamorna. At the moment you are in a state of crisis, this we have seen. Yours is not a course for good.”


“I’m sorry I really don’t have time for this. I’ve got work to do, I need to tidy my flat and my boyfriend is expecting me”, Lamorna lied.


“Really? Lamorna. Is he really? And I suppose he is waiting up in the tower, ready to let down his hair so that you can climb and save him. Come now, it rarely pays to lie, my dear. Lies have very short legs and are rarely capable of outrunning the truth. I am quite aware of your living situation, who your so-called friends are, the colour of your bath towels and the contents of your refrigerator. Don’t try telling tall tales to me; mine are the tallest in all the land”, the gangly man claimed.


“I am sure they are. I just really don’t think that I really want to see this Master of yours, you know? It isn’t that this doesn’t sound terribly interesting and exciting, it really does”, Lamorna was trying her best to weasel her way out of taking a chance, “and I don’t really get the impression that you are trying to trick me, despite your appearance of a Victorian swindler or conman. I just don’t want to.”


“Lamorna, think of all the things you have said ‘no’ to since you were a child. Don’t you think it is time to balance things out somewhat? I am not sure if you realise what life is for, my dear. It certainly isn’t there to sit around waiting to go to work and then collapsing onto your sofa once the day is done. I could say ‘live a little’, ‘carpe diem’ or ‘be the change you want to see in the world’, but I am not convinced that would have the desired effect either, my dear. I cannot convince and will not persuade you to come. It is your choice alone what you do. Your own agency is of the uppermost importance here. And with these words, dear Lamorna, I bid you good day and Godspeed.” He bowed once more, offered his hand and tipped his hat, picking up his tails as he turned and made to leave.


“I’m going to regret this aren’t I?”, she asked.


“Probably, either way”, the man admitted while a wide smile beamed across his face; at least he was honest. “I can’t recommend ignoring her call. If you leave her there for another twenty years bad things might happen. Life in a dark cell can do that to people. Others have tried giving her a helping hand before, it didn’t always work out well. However, on this occasion she is coming for you. She will tease this greatness out of you too”.


Lamorna nodded. The tall man gave her his business card, ‘Xerxo, circus performer & ventriloquist’ were print-stamped on the black card in silver ink.


“Be honest with Master Su, she will know if you are lying. She will leave you by the side of the road if she senses you are being dishonest. It has been a great pleasure to meet you Lamorna. I wish you the finest of onward journeys. On your bike, lass! There’s a clever one outside waiting for you outside”, Xerxo gave a subtle curtsy and was on his way.


In the dull din of the cafe Lamorna was left sitting alone once more and reflected on the conversation. The tall man was able to wrestle every answer out of her, yet she didn’t feel that he had really tried to push her into a corner. Little by little she had grown to like him, he had certainly been entertaining. She had little doubt that he was basically telling the truth. The only real information he had divulged was that Master Su, whoever she really was, wanted to meet her and that there was a bike outside she could use to get her there. Aside from the question of whether she wanted to go, she had a number of questions though which remained: where exactly should she go? What did Master Su want with her? When exactly should she go? Would Jason be angry if she didn’t do any work on this particular Sunday?


In times like these Lamorna had developed a simple decision making process. She would assign yes and no to different sides of a coin and toss it in the air. If she was unhappy with the coin’s decision she would take the opposite action. This worked well enough in most cases for her. Sometimes this was what it took for her to realise what her most desired outcome was. Of course, such doings lacked the finesse of constructing a detailed list of pros and cons, or writing a twenty-three page report on the subject, but it got the job done. She assigned ‘going home’ to tails, ‘Master Su’ to heads and flipped a fifty cent piece into the air, caught it with her left hand and placed it on the reverse side of her right. She slowly revealed the heads and let out a little laugh.


‘Now then’, she thought to herself and wondered whether it wouldn’t take too much effort to lie to her boss, remain unseen and then, once she goes back to work the next day, continue to cover up the truth. Lamorna weighed up these truant thoughts in her head regardless. She didn’t mind lying per se, it was more the whole effort behind it which she didn’t feel up for. When her old friends had asked whether she wanted to come out, or friends on Platform asked if she wanted to visit, she would do the same thing - pure avoidance. She would ask herself, which is more effort for me? Lying, or going there and doing something that I don’t feel comfortable with, with people I don’t really want to see? Invariably she remained at home and saw a documentary, ate a frozen pizza, watched some clips on her phone and went to bed.


Lamorna started to ask herself in which ways this was different. For a start, Xerxo, the circus performer, was like something out of one of her fantasy novels, yet she couldn’t quite place him. He was like a city sprite. In other stories it might be a woodland creature who appears from behind trees, tricksy and odd. Beguiling wayward travellers, corrupting their spirits and trading golden beans for the weight of their soul, a scrubby fawn perhaps. Whereas Xerxo was an exceedingly slick, dapper gentlemen who fully embodied the same characteristics. An urban aesthetic providing a useful veneer to his goblin magic interior; a fairy tale snake oil salesman.


Xerxo knew Lamorna well enough from a distance to assume that she would most likely choose ‘flight’ if put under any real pressure. More often than not her friends would get antsy at some point in their conversations, on the phone or via message. They would do their best to persuade Lamorna to come and promise it would be a great time; whether she wanted it to be or not. They would accuse her of being lazy and a shut-in come the end. Eventually, they simply stopped asking. So in this instance Lamorna felt like she owed it to herself to say yes for once. She had more than enough overtime saved up at work and it was Sunday after all. She called Felix, feigning a coughing fit, telling him that she needed to take a personal day. She smiled as she hung up and paid her bill.
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