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Part I: The Perimeter




‘We must rid ourselves of the notion that humanity is an error. It is not. Even so, it is for each of us to work out what his life is for.’


Erich Vinty





 


Dean Rogers snapped awake, his heart beating hard, a stabbing pain in his stomach. With his eyes wide, he listened, dreading he’d missed the siren.


There was only silence.


Sighing, he pulled up the thin sheet and fidgeted, trying to relax his aching body on the hard mattress. Brilliant sunshine streamed in through the uncovered window. He lay on his back, arm across his eyes, and slipped back into his dream, the recurring dream, the one at his grandma’s house, in the back garden, childhood days when the sunshine was softer…


Then came the siren, wailing like a banshee. He shot out of bed. With two quick strides he was at the sink in the corner, checking both taps were fully turned on, then grabbing two plastic cups from the glass shelf. A cup in each hand, he stood, tense, waiting; aware of a sharp dryness in his mouth, the stultifying heat in the room, and the sweat on his naked body. He avoided looking in the mirror. He hated the dark rings under his eyes: he used to try and cover them using a cosmetic stick – male grooming – back when such things could be bought. Looking down at his thin body, he saw his stomach was flat; funny to think he’d once tried to get this effect through tortuous hours at the gym; now he’d achieved the same thing through involuntary adherence to the government’s ‘Watch your Health’ campaign, which roughly translated as almost bare supermarket shelves.


A grinding, metallic clunk came from somewhere in the pipes behind the walls, winning back his full attention. The left tap spluttered. Water fizzed and spat out: a good clarity today. He waited for the first cup to almost fill up then, without missing a drop, switched cups. While the second cup filled, he emptied the contents of the first into a bucket underneath the sink. The water kept flowing. He jiggled his feet, suddenly desperate for a piss. When the second cup filled up, he switched again. Three, four, five cups… half-way through the eleventh, the water stopped abruptly with an airy splurt. He continued watching the tap, willing it to come back to life, but no more came. Not a bad day – nearly two litres.


At some point the siren had stopped. After emptying the last half-filled cup into the bucket, he stood in the silence, trying to ignore the sharp pain in his bladder. Then, with one last look at the taps, he dashed over to the toilet in the opposite corner of the room. He sat down to piss, something he’d started doing recently, he didn’t know why, maybe because sitting down felt like resting. He looked around his tiny flat – bed, chair, sink, toilet. It was small, but he had his own space. At least his job covered the rent so he didn’t have to doss down in those dormitories on the outskirts of the city, close to the Security Wall. If you were in one of those dormitories and you lost your job, there would be nowhere else to go, just over the Wall, never to be seen again. He felt the dryness in his mouth and tried to ignore it; he would save his own water for later. Best to wait until he got to work, then he could drink their water. Even so, maybe a little sip wouldn’t hurt? But that would be giving in: without self-control what have you got?


He ought to get going soon, he realised. Work didn’t start for over an hour, and most days the journey took only twenty minutes, but the bus route was always changing, and if he was late it would be instant dismissal. He grabbed his overalls off the chair and put them on, sniffing quickly under each arm and grimacing. Snorting, he quoted out loud: ‘We must rid ourselves of the notion that humanity is an error. It is not. Even so, it is for each of us to work out what his life is for.’ He loved that book, The Machine Society by Erich Vinty. He’d read it maybe fifteen years ago – before the Security Wall went up. The militant atheists had accused Vinty of being a ‘religionist’ and called for the death penalty. The last he’d heard, Vinty had been held in detention for his own safety and then he’d suffered a mental collapse.


He sighed. Always alone: at home, at work. He thought about her again. Kneeling down, he reached under his bed and found the picture frame. Sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, he looked at the happy couple in the photograph. With his finger he traced around her face. They would have gone mad sharing a room like this. Why did he torture himself? Why didn’t he throw the picture away? Their final conversation still haunted him.


‘Working for who?’ he’d yelled. ‘I don’t believe this. Last week you were agreeing with me that Krane Media are peddlers of lies and propaganda. Why are you being so two-faced?’


‘Forget it,’ Jane shouted, her eyes wet. ‘You’re right. I have sold out. But we need money, don’t we? Your job hardly keeps us in the lap of luxury.’


That hurt. He’d spoken out on behalf of a bullied colleague at the school where he taught and got sacked for his trouble, along with his colleague. A job as a shop storeroom attendant in the Better Life Complex was the only work he could find. So what if it didn’t pay well, at least it was a job. He’d started thinking about having a family and he didn’t want Jane to work – then she’d announced she’d taken a job as a deputy assistant producer with Krane.


‘What happened to your principles?’ he said. ‘And what happened to talking these things through? Isn’t that what a marriage is about?’


‘Oh, like the discussion we had before you got yourself sacked?’ Jane pointed at her husband. ‘You know, you talk about equal rights and all that, but deep down you’re no different to other men. You’re jealous because I’ll be earning more than you.’ Her gaze swept across the lounge as though she didn’t recognise it. ‘All your socialist beliefs aren’t going to pay the bills. I’d rather be with a regular bloke who treats me like an equal than a right-on liberal who treats me like a shiz.’


‘Frack you!’ He’d spat out the words, shocked by the sound of his own venom. He’d never spoken to her like that before. She stared at him in disbelief, grabbed her bag and ran out of the house. That was the last time he saw her.


Dean put the photo back under the bed.


‘Fracking work!’ he said. Standing up, he checked in his pocket for his ID-card, then hurried out the door.


* * *


The bus weaved through silent back streets. Every day a slightly different route – that way the driver reduced the likelihood of encountering roadblocks. Dean had seen reports of hijackings on TV, though he’d never experienced one or met anyone who had. And what could anyone use to block the road? The streets were bare. Since the oil ran out, only a few electric cars had remained, and you needed a special permit to run one of those. The Safer Streets campaign was the government’s rationale for removing all vehicles. But safer streets for whom? People stayed inside. When was the last time he’d seen a child playing outside? It was too hot and there was poison in the rain. And he rarely saw a cyclist. But no one argued against the government’s edicts. What difference would it make?


He watched grey towers of concrete sliding past, entrances filled in with breezeblocks, windows boarded up, everything covered in graffiti, dust and decay. Despite the stifling heat, those buildings still looked cold. He winced and rubbed his chest, his heart tightening.


Not so long ago the bus would have been crammed full. Where had everyone gone? It didn’t bear thinking about. No one made eye contact any more. No one spoke. There was nothing to say; each person reflecting the other’s emptiness. His hand tightened around the card in his pocket, squeezing it until the plastic edge hurt his palm.


The journey dragged. These streets once teemed with life. Images like that could still be seen nightly on TV, if you could find a bar that had one. But where was this bustling life? Not in this part of town. Women in figure-hugging business suits rushing to work carrying take-away coffees, men with their briefcases, women in supermarkets with shopping trolleys full: where? A fracking lie! It must be. But so brazen? Dean detected the early warnings of a migraine – on top of everything. No respite. His dry mouth prickled and he thought about the water dispenser at work.


The bus juddered and slowed down as the driver negotiated an impossibly tight bend. Coming to a near-standstill, it then sped up dramatically as it came out of the turn. It reminded Dean of car chases in the action movies he loved when he was a boy.


Rounding the next corner, the dome of the Better Life Complex came into view: New London’s central mega-domicile: recreation and consumption from cradle to grave, for the elite who could afford it. The passengers stirred, sitting up, stretching, bracing themselves for the disembarkation procedure. They plunged into an underpass and soon they were pulling into the Complex’s underground terminus. As they came to a stop, Dean checked his watch, relieved it was still early. He shuffled down the aisle and stepped out onto the security platform, automatically raising his arms for the tedious routine of checks and searches. He looked away, hating to see the malevolence in the guards’ eyes. These guys were probably paid little more than he was, so why did they treat backroom workers like criminals? They might as well push them along with cattle prods. But then all workers hated anyone in a different grade, either envying those in a higher category or lording it over those in a lower one. When he started at Harding’s Emporium, he had not fully appreciated how the pecking order worked. But he had learned quickly enough. Amazing how your fortunes can reverse: one day it was coffee and croissants in the staff lounge and saving up to splurge on a box seat at the Citadel Palladium; the next day you’re glad of the first job you could find, with barely enough for a beer in a shizzy bar at the end of the week.


* * *


Dean sat in the corner of the storeroom at Harding’s Emporium. The front-of-shop staff rarely came in here, and he’d never been into the shop; it was out of bounds. As long as he kept the storeroom neat and everything ran smoothly, the manager would leave him alone. Sometimes he’d catch a glimpse of someone through the goods hatch, but otherwise he could go for hours without seeing a soul. Except, of course, Jones, the delivery driver. But he wouldn’t see Jones today. He sat close to the water dispenser: it was his water, as many as four cups for the day, and a kettle to heat it in. He shuddered. The storeroom hadn’t fully warmed up yet. He thought about the adaptability of the human body and how it could acclimatise to massive changes in temperature – there was a time when he’d find 32 degrees unbearably hot. Not so now. Cradling the mug of hot water, he closed his eyes and felt a sudden urge to sleep, but something in his gut kept him alert, always ready for instructions relayed to him on the computer-com. Forcing his eyes open, he scanned the dimly lit room, taking in the grey metal shelves stacked high with sealed boxes of trinkets and gaudy gifts: ‘Recreate the ambience of historic sophistication in your home with luxury facsimile reproductions of genuine works of art in 100% plastic.’ Glorified tat! The cheapest of these gifts cost double his weekly salary. But he didn’t care about that. Just as long as he had a job. You had to count your blessings, and trust you couldn’t possibly fall any lower.


At that moment, the storeroom door opened, making him jump. Little Clare stood there, a silhouette in front of the bright light streaming in from the shop.


‘Hello!’ he said.


She let out a shriek, then quickly put a hand to her chest and composed herself. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise someone was in here.’


Standing up, he scratched the back of his head. ‘It’s OK. I guess I’m early today. I didn’t mean to make you jump.’ He wanted to say more but small talk didn’t come easily.


‘Quiet.’ She put a finger to her lips, like a child caught creeping about the house after bedtime. ‘Don’t let the boss hear.’


‘It can be our secret,’ he whispered. What are you doing? Trying to flirt? He chastised himself. He’d already been down this road and discovered it went nowhere. When he’d started at Harding’s – before he knew the rules, before he’d learned about the pecking order – he’d presumed it was OK to talk. He’d felt lonely in the backroom and Clare had looked the most friendly of the shop girls, in fact the only friendly one. Her style was less dramatic. The only thing she did with her hair was to wrap it in ribbons, which was nothing compared with the lacquering the others went in for.


‘I was looking for something,’ she said apologetically. She knew the storeroom was his patch: the pecking order worked both ways.


‘Hey, it’s fine,’ he said. ‘I mean, I don’t mind. Is there anything I can get you?’


She cleared her throat. ‘The New Deco clocks. It’s for a front window display.’ Her words speeded up. ‘I’ve got this idea: just clocks. I mean, all the same clock. All set at different times – not the ten-to-two smiley face – different times. It could look really good if we…’ She stopped speaking. She’d said ‘we’. There was no ‘we’ anymore.


He opened his mouth to speak, then froze. He remembered, on his first day at Harding’s, the look the manager had given him when he caught them talking. The implication was clear enough: Know your place!


‘Listen, no worries. They’re up here.’ He rolled a ladder into place and climbed up, reaching to the back of the top shelf to pull out a large box. It always pained him to handle these pseudo antiques. He had a degree in the History of Design and an Advanced Degree in ceramics. He knew all about Art Deco and the work of Clarice Cliff and Pavel Janak, but what did that matter now? People didn’t want facts anymore. ‘Don’t let the facts get in the way of a good story,’ his university lecturer had said. ‘Focus on the romance, the violence, the sex.’


Balancing carefully, Dean climbed down the ladder, one arm wrapped around the box, then stood before Clare. This was the closest he’d ever been to her.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


He glimpsed her parted lips, noticed her softness, her clean smell. She took the box, and he stood back, letting his gaze fall to the floor while she left the storeroom. Looking up, he saw her glancing back before she closed the door.


Locked in again. He’d reckoned Clare didn’t struggle like he did; she didn’t get the bus like him each day. That meant she must live somewhere in the Complex. How on earth could she afford that? Rich parents, no doubt. She seemed capable of a lot more than shop work. She could probably afford to have aspirations. So could he, not so long ago. He remembered running home to see Jane. ‘I’m going to get a post at a decent university,’ he’d announced as he walked in the door, throwing down his coat and striding into the kitchen. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for ages. But today I realised I should just go for it. I want students who really care about the subject. It’ll bring in a good steady income. I can lecture part-time and get stuck into research. Maybe it could lead to a book? I could get a few papers published first, make a name for myself. We can rent somewhere bigger, somewhere with enough room for kids…’


‘Kids?’ Jane turned round, apron on, her hands covered in flour. The alarm in her voice silenced him for the rest of the evening.


Shaking his head, he returned to his seat next to the water dispenser and finished off his mug of water, now tepid. He felt his stomach churn. He’d once read there is only happiness in the present, if you ‘live in the moment’. But how do you do that? He closed his eyes and felt the emptiness in his belly and the broiling tension. There was something lurking there, something he kept trying to ignore. This time, rather than ignoring it, he reached for the hidden feeling. He could sense himself getting nearer. Be patient. What is it? Now very close… It’s fear. The realisation hit him physically. He felt the knot in his stomach loosen slightly. But fear of what? An image came into his mind: the Security Wall glimpsed through the gaps between skyscrapers, always in the periphery. It was fear of the Wall. Not the Wall itself but whatever lay on the other side. Then he knew: he was afraid of annihilation.


* * *


Dean stepped off the bus and slunk along the pavement, his hands in his pockets, dawdling, waiting for the other passengers to disappear. He watched the men and women in overalls scurrying towards the high rises and getting eaten up by the concrete jaws of the towering apartment blocks. Standing still, he listened to the electric hum of the workers’ bus fading out of earshot. Alone again. He shivered despite the heat – someone walking on his grave. There had been more screams last night. In the still darkness, he’d heard muted voices rise in tempo, then explode into shrill, pleading cries. These episodes were becoming more frequent, perhaps every fortnight now. In the early hours, foggy from sleep, it was difficult to discern the direction and distance the sounds were coming from, especially with the apartment walls so thin and the windows open. It felt like the screams were getting nearer, closer to his block, his floor, his apartment. Everyone knew the debt collectors favoured working in the night, when people were drowsy and less resistant.


He remembered the day the lights had short-circuited at the Emporium and he’d been sent home early. A CleanCo van was parked outside his block. Men in white overalls had passed him in the atrium, carrying black bags. He’d decided to take the stairs, peering through the glass doors on each landing. On the third floor he saw buckets outside one of the apartments. Pushing open the door, he listened. No sound. No footsteps behind him. He hurried down the corridor, slowing down as he reached the apartment. The door hung off its hinges like a broken neck. Inside, the apartment was like his, but in disarray, the bed upturned, grey overalls and a bedsheet trampled on the floor. He looked at the doorframe and inspected the charred latch. The black liquid by his feet must be blood. He knelt down to scrutinise the bloody lump of gristle in the pool of blood, nearly gagging as he did so. He could make out a fingernail, white bone: a finger cleanly severed, lasered presumably. Voices in the stairwell made him jump and he fled, sprinting to the far end of the corridor and round the corner.


Dean tried to shake off the memory by breathing deeply as he stared at his home: a cold, grey block standing blankly, like a sentry on duty. He thought about his tiny apartment and the grimy sheets that were long overdue a wash – he was trying to save up enough water. Looking around, the streets were deserted. He thought about beer, turned round and headed for Pete’s Bar.


Pete’s Bar squatted in the basement of one of the oldest apartment blocks in the sector, hidden down a short flight of stairs. The neon sign above the doorway had stopped working. The corrugated iron door completed the impression of dereliction. Inside, the only lights came from the table lamps, a single fluorescent strip behind the bar and the glow of the TV. Dean shuffled up to the bar and pulled out a 1,000 credit note, which was all he had to last him until the end of the week. As long as he stuck to a single beer, he figured he’d still have enough left over for a loaf of Carbohide-Right, even if he couldn’t afford any Margadreame.


He slid the note across the bar top. ‘Bottle of green, please.’


‘Coming up.’ The barman swiped the money away and organised the drink, unlocking the refrigerator and pulling out a label-less green bottle. He poured the frothy liquid into a glass and slid it in front of Dean, followed by a handful of notes and coins.


Dean filled his pocket with the change before taking a sip. The beer had an instant impact, both shocking and relaxing. Leaning forward with his elbows on the bar, he looked up at the TV.


…another record day on the stock market. Goldthorn Plastics are up five points. Hanning Entertainments are up four points thanks to massive sales of Perry’s music-bytes…


The announcers’ manic commentary fizzed over a dizzying flow of images: factory production lines, sequined cabaret dancers.


…meanwhile, this week’s vote is in and again the public is calling for no change in administration. This is an overwhelming vote of confidence for President Afini’s ongoing efficiency cuts which will ensure a further massive boost for the economy.


Dean twisted round on his bar stool and surveyed the room. The place was empty except for an old man sat proud and upright at a small round table, his arms flat on his legs, a half-drunk glass of beer in front of him.


‘Hope your shares are up.’ The man smiled.


Is this guy crazy? Dean thought to himself, glancing across at the barman, now sat at the far end of the bar staring impassively at the giant TV.


‘Come and join me,’ the man called out, raising his glass and taking a drink.


Dean stared at him, trying to make out the expression that lay behind his thick, white beard.


Then the man called over to the barman. ‘Two more drinks over here.’


The barman sorted out two drinks and took them over to White Beard’s table.


‘Come and join me,’ said the old man. ‘This drink’s on me.’


Dean climbed down off his bar stool and walked over.


‘Take a seat. Talk to me! Don’t worry, what can I do to you? I’m old. I’m weak. There’s hardly any life left in me.’ He finished off his drink, then pushed one of the two fresh glasses towards Dean.


‘Thank you.’ Dean mustered a shy half-smile and sat down. ‘I’m afraid I can’t buy you one back.’


‘No problem. Can you remember when it wasn’t weird to have a conversation in public? I don’t blame you for thinking I’m strange.’


‘I don’t,’ said Dean, avoiding the man’s gaze.


‘Well, thank you, but I wouldn’t blame you. You know, apart from the barman there, I haven’t spoken to anyone in six weeks, not since I lost my job. Been cooped up in my apartment trying to figure out what comes next. I’m just glad my wife didn’t live long enough to see this day.’


‘I’m sorry about your job.’


‘Yeah, well, maybe it was a blessing. I hated that job anyway. Complex. Surveillance monitor operative. They told me my eyesight was shot. But that’s crap. The boss had a friend who needed a job. One time I would have taken legal action – I was a fighter in my day. But what hope would I have now? No, when your number’s up…’ He took a long drink.


‘I don’t know what to say. You’re taking it very well. I mean, jobs aren’t easy to come by.’ Talk about stating the obvious. Dean lined up his two drinks. ‘I work at the Complex.’


‘Oh, yeah? Whereabouts? Maybe I’ve seen you on the monitors?’


‘I shouldn’t think so. I’m in the storeroom at Harding’s Emporium.’


‘Storeroom, hey? You seem too bright for that. If that fool of a manager you’ve got can run that place then I’m sure you could.’


Dean couldn’t help laughing out loud, then, self-conscious, he looked over at the barman, who was still staring at the TV. ‘You’ve got the measure of my boss, all right.’ He squinted inquisitively at his drinking companion; his father would have been around the same age if he’d still been alive.


‘So, who are you really? What’s your line?’


‘I used to teach design at West London Starbucks University. Seems a long time ago now.’


‘Ha! Starbucks University. They were called high schools in my day. Then everything got re-branded. Schools became universities. A five-year-old kid at university, the parents loved that! I remember Starbucks too and their shizzy coffee. The good old days!’


The two men sat in silence, drinking their beer. The incessant monologue of the TV newscaster couldn’t distract Dean from his thoughts. He cleared his throat and looked at his companion. ‘Excuse me, could I ask you something?’


‘No need to be so formal! Go ahead.’


‘Yes, sorry. It’s just I haven’t spoken to anyone for so long, and you seem pretty clued up. The thing is…’ He clinked together his glasses of beer and lowered his voice. ‘What do you think’s going on? I mean, all of this? The boxes we live in. The way our bosses treat us like criminals. No one speaking anymore. I mean…’ He stopped. He could feel his face reddening.


The old man smiled. ‘You’re spot on. Trouble is, no one’s asking questions anymore because we’ve all fallen asleep. The way I see it, they got us while we were down, while we were all traumatised. First came the Great Recession, then global warming kicked in, the poisonous rain, then the Internet went down. One disaster after another. We were helpless. Afraid. Then the people at the top made their move. Total lockdown. They put up the Security Wall.’ He made a sweeping gesture with his hand. ‘They claimed the Wall was for our protection.’


Dean looked over at the TV. ‘Protection,’ he said out loud.


‘They’ve turned our brains into mulch. All this bollocks about the Big Democracy. Voting on some hyped-up issue every week. When was the last time you voted?’


‘Erm, I wouldn’t like to say,’ said Dean, looking again to see what the barman was doing.


…do you lack pep in the morning? Try spreading your toast with new formula Margadreame. Tests show it will make you 14 per cent healthier…


‘All I know is, I’ve never voted! Not since they introduced the New System.’ The man placed his hands flat on the table. ‘We used to vote for people, for political systems, for ideas, for change. At least, that was the theory. Then they introduced Total Democracy. A referendum for every new policy. But no one has the slightest understanding of the issues they’re voting for, so why bother? That box of lies in the corner is the only source of information we have: soundbites and sex – that’s all we want, that’s all we need! They’ve won.’ He picked up his drink and downed it in one.


Dean wiped his hand across his forehead. ‘I feel ill,’ he said.


‘It’s the beer. They poison it,’ the old man said matter-of-factly.


‘I’ll be fine. I think I should go.’ He stood up, but didn’t move. ‘Empires all fall in the end, don’t they?’


‘We’ll see.’


Dean breathed out heavily and pointed at what was left of his beer. ‘You can finish mine.’


The old man raised his glass in salute. He looked like the last man on the Titanic.


‘I’ve got to go.’ Dean turned and headed for the exit. On the way out he saw the barman jotting something down on an old epad. Dean quickened his pace, almost running up the steps outside, then stopping to catch his breath. The TV was loud, he thought, surely the barman hadn’t heard them.


Back home, lying on his bed, he went over his conversation with the old man. He closed his eyes and tried to imagine how tomorrow could be different.


* * *


Next day, Dean sat in the corner of the storeroom with his head in his hands. The night before had brought the familiar dream: back at his grandma’s house, at the bottom of the garden, the gate and the wood beyond. Only, this time, when he put his hand on the latch of the gate there was no one calling him back, so he went through. He jumped over the gurgling stream, it felt exhilarating, the freedom, the prospect of adventure. But the deeper he got into the wood, the darker it became. Fear bubbled up. He turned round to make his way back but didn’t know which way to go. He started running, sensing that the further he went, the more lost he would become.


Dean sat bolt upright in his chair, trying to forget the dream, the fears, and everything else: the old man in Pete’s Bar and the screams in the night. He stood up and looked at the boxes of merchandise piled up around him. Sedatives, distractions, he thought.


The computer-com started blinking, calling him to attention. He went over to read the screen: ‘Hologram Seascape G607: Ref 43.2.4.5.’ He placed the flat of his hand on the screen prompting the computer to give a Storeroom Location Code. He turned and started hunting for the right box. The backs of his eyes throbbed as he checked the codes on the metal-frame shelves. The box he needed was right at the top, stuck away at the back. Always at the fracking back. He climbed up the ladder and felt his back twinge as he tried to manoeuvre the right box down with the least amount of re-arranging other containers. Then he carefully navigated his way back down, balancing the item. He put it down by the serving hatch and tapped the reference number into the panel on the side of the box. When he’d done so, the hatch slid up.


‘About time,’ said Coleman, the boss, waiting on the other side, only visible from the neck down to the waist.


Dean remained silent, digging his fingers into the sides of the box as he thrust it towards Coleman.


‘Careful, you Peri!’ Coleman bent down, eyeing Dean with contempt. ‘It’ll come out of your wages if there’s any damage.’ Coleman yanked the box away and strode off.


Dean hated the term ‘Peri’. Anyone who didn’t live in the Complex was a ‘Peri’, short for Perimeter. But behind the insults lay people’s fears. That thought was some comfort.


Protocol dictated that storeroom assistants close the hatch immediately after handing over merchandise, but he saw Clare over near the shop entrance. He watched her, liking the way she gestured with her hands while she talked to an obese afro-haired woman with orange skin. Clare’s enthusiastic tones sounded to him like life-energy. So rare. But whatever she was saying, the fat woman looked unimpressed; either that or she was pulling a poker face to try and drive a hard bargain. Suddenly, he became aware of someone creeping up to the hatch. A child, maybe aged around nine, was pointing a green plastic laser gun at him.


‘You’re a Peri!’ said the boy with a sneer. ‘I heard what that man called you. You’re a Peri and I’m gonna kill you. You naughty Peri!’


Dean’s jaw clenched while he weighed up his options. Snatching the stupid gun and snapping it in two was one. He held his breath and let the anger pass. Then a jet of water hit him in the face. He stared wide-eyed at the boy. A water gun! Water! What stupid parent would let their child waste water like that? Reaching out, he snatched the gun and – he couldn’t stop himself – squirted the boy in the chest. The boy burst into tears, screaming as if the gun had been real, and ran towards the orange woman with the afro.


Dean stood there, helpless, as he watched the drama unfold, the green gun clutched tightly to his chest. Coleman was trying to mollify the orange woman, her face a knot of anger. The child was pointing in Dean’s direction. Now Coleman was looking at him too, his eyes full of malice.


* * *


Coleman could have gloated more. When he handed Dean his papers he simply pointed at his watch and said, ‘Work ‘til five, then go and don’t come back.’


Working until the end of the day was like walking slowly towards a cliff edge. They could have pressed charges, but maybe they wanted to make sure he left quietly. They even let him ride home on the workers’ bus. The Emporium would have a replacement by morning. Dean would have nothing.


Walking from the drop-off point to his apartment block, Dean felt his numbness starting to thaw. He wished he’d smashed that gun – or fired it in the kid’s face. He should have fired it at Coleman instead. No, he should have leapt through the hatch, punched Coleman in the face and smashed the place up. What difference would it make, anyway? A small crime, a big crime, it all ended the same fracking way. He could feel the Security Wall getting closer. The back of his neck prickled. He vowed to drink every drop of water when he got home. And that tin of tuna he’d been saving: his mouth filled with saliva at the thought of devouring it. He had no savings, nothing of value. The debts kept piling up in some unfathomable way: his rent, income tax, the government democracy charge – everything was worked out daily on the basis of constantly fluctuating interest rates. All he knew was, no job meant no life. Did he have days, hours, minutes? Perhaps Jane could help him get another job. But how could he find her?


Arriving at his apartment block, he decided to take the stairs. His thin shoes scraped on the chalky concrete steps, echoing in the tomb of the stairwell. He examined the flaking paint on the stairwell walls. Everything, from the moment it is created, is in a process of decay. Pausing by the door on the third floor landing, he peered through the panel of reinforced glass. He tried to remember the exact apartment where he had seen the finger, and wondered who lived there now. But what did it matter anyway? One faceless clone is much like another.


Back in his apartment, he headed straight to the sink, took one of the plastic cups, and knelt down to dip it in the water bucket. He closed his eyes and tipped the water into his mouth. After just half a cup, to his surprise, he felt like he’d had enough. Not the ecstatic experience he’d imagined. Putting the cup back, he moved over to sit on the edge of the bed. Even the tuna didn’t interest him now. Why was life so disappointing? They lied, cheated and manipulated. They controlled you and you could do nothing to stop it. Life was supposed to be so precious but, when it came down to it, you didn’t really know what to do with it. Falling sideways, he curled up on his bed, foetus-like, a wave of tiredness finally calming his restless thoughts.


* * *


The groceries on the kitchen table, tins and packets, were stacked and piled high, like a wall.


‘Jane. Why did you go?’ he asked out loud.


The world had turned black and white, and it was getting hotter.


‘I haven’t gone. I’m right here!’


Dean turned and looked at his partner. ‘But you left me?’ He felt himself shrinking, becoming tiny, helpless.


‘I didn’t leave you. You left me.’ Jane spoke the words, but they were his words too, spoken in unison.


The room started spinning. A colourless kaleidoscope. He could feel himself falling. Jane reached out towards him, but he was slipping off the floor, slipping down, falling away, getting closer to the edge…


It took Dean a moment to remember where he was. In the darkness, he lay in a foetal position, his muscles aching. He rolled slowly onto his back and tried to guess the time, then decided he didn’t care. The thought of switching on the light made him feel sick: light means life and anyway, electricity costs money. But then, for all he knew, he was probably being charged regardless. He imagined his debt as a row of numbers spinning on a meter, the figure getting higher and higher. The strange thing was that right now he felt OK. Despite everything, right now, something felt fine. He focused in on the feeling. Some part of him felt good. Jane would have called it self-pity. She used to say that playing the victim was just a neat way of avoiding responsibility. Maybe she was right. He didn’t want to think about it. Too complicated. Hold onto the good feeling, at least until the hunger and thirst kick in and the debt unravels. He imagined himself back at Pete’s Bar, looking for the old man. They’d have a drink together, have a moan about the system, tell everyone to go frack themselves.
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