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Between Fish
and Flesh


From
within the mermaid tank the entirety of the restaurant is seen;
spacious, immaculate. Tables float like white islands on a sea of
polished white. Diners soil the vista with their garish hues and
filthy talk; perfumed corpses, feasting on flesh. Metal strikes
against china, announced over the ambient platitudes and dreary
piano. Drinking glasses chime; waiting staff glide like sharks. The
chic white walls carry contemporary oil paintings: semi-abstracts
of the seas around Land’s End, the endeavours of some local
creative, carefully chosen to be as discrete and unremarkable as
possible, whilst simultaneously alluding to affluence.

To the west the restaurant has an invisible wall: huge panes
of glass overlooking the view of the cove; with its surrounding
rocks jutting up over a tableau of turquoise sea. The crystal sky
aches with freedom as the silver waves silently caress the water’s
surface.

Martin Hendricks is alerted to the next arrival via his
augmented reality implant and a barely perceptible pang of fear
fires within him. Using his A.R., he projects an image of himself
into his vision. He is shaky but he’s looking smart as always. He
straightens himself, straightens his bow tie, but finds his
breathing uneasily short, his chest tight. He stumbles; steadies
himself, caught in the throes of some kind of fear; fear of the
sensation itself; the unsolicited loss of control. He breathes
deeply, pulls himself together. The client will soon arrive. He
must greet them.

A mermaid looks out through the thick glass that separates
her watery prison with the air-breathing world. Her hair mingles
with the tank water like pond weed, neither floating nor sinking, a
halo of red flames which yields to unseen currents. It is pushed
back as she pushes herself to the other side. Her pale, white skin
is almost translucent, flawless, almost glowing. She has a slender
body, long; a humanoid top half that segues into lurid green
scales, culminating with a fish’s tail.

She soon reaches the end, tumble-turning to head back to the
other side; a caged beast. Her dark, opaque eyes stare out to sea:
round eyes, fish eyes that long for those infinite depths. The
tableau taunts her; a world screened off to her. She does not
notice the lid of the tank open, and the noose rod slip inside;
does not notice it slip cleanly over her head. It is pulled tight.
She is snared. The noose bites her neck. She thrashes, kicks her
tail, grasps at the binding cord. It does not strangle her
underwater, just cuts her flesh. She is held steady in the centre
as she thrashes, the water rocking on the surface, held back from
striking the glass. She thrashes, struggles but is held in
place.

Outside the tank, the struggle is noiseless. The only violence
here is the implied violence of obscene wealth, expressed through
lurid talk and tasteless jewellery.

The noose tightens, closes its grip, pulls harder, pulls her
upwards. Her body uncoils: She is lifted up, dragged up, dragged
out by the commis chef. The wet half-woman slaps onto the suspended
platform, which shudders with impact, quakes, her small breasts
quivering in sympathy.

Now she cannot breathe – or call out. The strangulation is
blocking her wind pipe. She claws at her bleeding flesh but the
cord is sunk too deep, sunk into her flesh. She cannot prise her
fingers under. Her face is red, her head swollen. She kicks her
tail which chimes hard, sending a shower of water down
below.

She is pulled away, dragged away, and her tail slips away,
slips smoothly, swiftly, off the platform, and down the dark
corridor that leads to the kitchen.

‘Welcome to The
Three Gorgons. Are you ready to
order?’

The two gentlemen look up to address their waiter. They are
young; their public social media profiles – drawn up on the
waiter’s A.R. – reveal this. They wouldn’t be here if they weren’t
wealthy, but their arrogance confirms a particularly privileged
upbringing. Both men are dressed casually in T-shirts and shorts,
and both wear tans of a pleasingly bronze hue, their skin not yet
the orange it will inevitably turn out to be. The dark-haired man
wears huge trainers with annoying logos that flash on and off in
sync with his an-tattoos along his legs. The other man has mousy
brown hair in a bouffant style, the colour of which is a little too
close to the colour of his tan, his hair blending seamlessly with
his face, giving his head an alarming mushroom shape.

‘Yes, sashimi.’ This is the dark-haired man. The waiter
follows the man’s gaze along the row of mermaids gliding gracefully
in their tanks. ‘That one, I think.’ The man points to his
selection and the waiter digitally assigns the mermaid to the
table.

‘Very good. Any sides?’

‘Edamame and … the duck kushiyaki … and send the
sommelier.’

‘Of course.’ The waiter turns to the mushroom head man.
‘Sashimi for two?’

‘No. I want a midriff steak.’ The man’s accent is north
American. ‘Make that two steaks …’ He peers around the waiter. ‘And
I’ll take that one.’ He points to a mermaid with reddish
scales.’

The waiter falters, shocked. He stares at the man, unable to
tell if he is joking. ‘Sir?’

‘Two steaks, medium-rare.’

Cooked?!

As uncomfortable the waiter feels, he does not need to alert
the maître d’. The company A.I. has already picked up on the
assault on decency, and Martin Hendricks has already been informed.
He comes rushing over, a flush of prickles caressing his body. He
pants like a sweaty dog, his dark skin glistening with
perspiration. He stoops weakly, cringingly apologetic.

‘Is, err, everything alright?’ His voice is tainted with a dry
throat; his words whither in mid-air, scurry into
cracks.

‘Everything is fine.’ The mousy-haired man stares at Hendricks
like he’s a limpet.

‘Sir …’ Hendricks chooses his words
carefully. ‘… please accept my apologies. It is restaurant protocol
to confirm such extravagance.’ His chest feels like it’s
collapsing. ‘Please understand we need to make sure clients are
aware—’

‘Yeah, I’m aware.’ The man enjoys the hate. ‘I want that one.
So just drop me two medium-rare steaks. O.K.? No carbs.’ His friend
smirks behind his hand like a schoolboy.

‘Of course, sir. But if I may … suggest: one receives the
greatest benefit from raw fleshfish.’

‘Look. I’ve made my order. Is there a problem
here?’

‘No! None at all, sir.’ Hendricks feels feeble. People are
beginning to look over at them. ‘But—’

‘So can I finish my order?’ He turns from Hendricks and
addresses the waiter. ‘I’ll have chicken teriyaki, plum wine … and
glass noodle salad.’

‘Very good.’

The dark-haired man looks icily at Hendricks. ‘And send the
sommelier.’ He fakes a smile.

‘Certainly.’ Hendricks bows like a cretin.
He backs off and heads over to a quiet area to recover. He is
shaking. What is wrong with me?
Why is he losing his shit over these two
upstarts? Of course, all of The Three
Gorgons’ clients are important, but these
men are in no way the most important diners they have. They are
rich kids, two underlings in the grand spectrum of obscene wealth.
It is their parents who wield true importance, true wealth. That is
clear.

Calling up their accounts on his A.R., Hendricks makes sure
the men are charged in advance. This is standard protocol for
fleshfish meals anyway, but this time Hendricks sees to it himself.
Their bank accounts are debited and he gives the kitchen the
all-clear to continue with their order.

He runs a shaky hand over his bald head and his hand returns
glistening, soaking wet. He takes some deep breaths and pulls
himself together, mopping his brow and straightening his tie. This
is not how a maître d’ should behave.

A shower of water crashes next to him, spilt from the
platform above, shocking him back into the now. It came from
another snared mermaid, dragged from her tank. It takes a moment
for him to understand what is happening. His heart pounds from the
surprise. He feels a fool and checks to see if people are looking.
But they’re not.

The reddish scales of the mermaid disappear into the dark
corridor to the kitchen. The mousy-haired man’s order is being
processed. Good.

A video call comes on Hendricks’ A.R. It’s from his superior,
Pallas Swasey. He answers and her face enters his field of vision.
She looks no older than twenty, white-skinned and pale blonde, with
a distinctive sour demeanour. She is not exactly handsome, but she
is youthful.

‘Good afternoon, Pallas!’ Hendricks pushes a warm greeting
onto his tired face. He hurries to the side door to continue the
conversation outside. ‘How are you today? I hope you are
well.’

The door opens for him and he steps out. The fresh air hits
his skin with a chilling blast. The surrounding sea swooshes and
crashes as gulls scream all around, scavenging morsels from the
kitchen bins. The half-butchered corpses of mermaids are piled up
in one corner, untouched by the beasts but feasted on by
flies.

The large white-brick-and-glass structure rises from out of
the rock face, suspended over a sudden cliff edge that descends
onto the flat sands of the cove. The building is of stark facades
in a 1950s style: all boxy with curved corners, flat-roofed, with a
roof terrace and a smaller 2nd storey bar. Around the
building stand the impressive marble statues of each of the
Gorgons.

Hendricks stands in the shade of Stheno, her Hellenic beauty rendered
in the purest white, bare-breasted, with her head raised in
euphoria. The snakes from her head appear to float gracefully, just
like the hair of a mermaid floats underwater, and she supports
herself on a magnificent serpentine fish’s tail.

‘Have you made the necessary preparations for the shareholder
meeting this evening?’ There is no warmth in Pallas’s expression,
just the cold realities of business.

Hendricks feels a subdued alarm. A vision of a choking mermaid
enters his mind’s eye. He envisages himself screaming at Pallas. ‘…
Yes! Yes! All arrangements have been made … we, err, have prepped
all the food—’

‘You don’t sound sure.’

‘Everything is under control.’ Damn! Why can’t he speak the
truth convincingly? He envisages himself leaping from the cliff
edge. His heart thumps lethargically and his breathing falters.
‘Sorry, I’m just out of breath from coming outside.’ He smiles his
winning work smile. He’s pleased to have found a workable excuse
for his diminished confidence, and part of him even believes the
lie. ‘The diners don’t need to hear me talk shop. It’s all under
control. Tonight will be a breeze. You don’t need to worry about a
thing. And it’s a lovely day for it.’

Pallas stare at him. He’s looking old. A few creases are
showing on his fat face. There is something distasteful about
pleasantries coming from such an old looking face. His sweat is
melting his makeup and the blotchiness of his skin is starting to
show. His skin looks greasy and lifeless, dead. ‘Yes.’ She smiles,
a little bit convinced, but if she is feeling assured, her brain
has forgot to tell the rest of her face. ‘Of course. You are a
master, which is why we employ you. And which is also why I don’t
need to emphasise the importance of tonight’s meeting.’

‘This will be the best meal we’ve ever
prepared. ‘He finds he can now speak freely with confidence. ‘Chef
has produced some new flavour combinations for both sushi and
sashimi. I tried them myself. They are ex-quis-ite!’

Again the long stare. ‘It better be. In business there is
never time to relax. We must always be on our guard, to show
strength and to make our shareholders fully confident in our
abilities. So you know if anything goes wrong it could have
disastrous effects on company performance.’

‘Already understood. You and the
shareholders are going to be more
than impressed this evening.’ Hendricks is in his
flow. His voice sings with richness. ‘I’ve sent you a copy of my
work schedule. It has been met-ic-u-lously planned over three
weeks. I don’t think I could plan things finer!’

Pallas continues to stare. She softens a little. ‘Fine. Just
make sure it is as ex-quis-ite
as you say it will be.’

‘Certainly, Pallas.’

‘I’ll leave you to your duties – O, and Marin … You might want
to consider loosing a bit of weight. We don’t want our maître d’
panting over our diners. Especially with this new virus going
round. If a short run gets you in a fluster, I think it would be
beneficial to keep in better shape, don’t you?’

‘Yes, you’re right.’

‘Maybe consider taking up gym membership.’

‘I will. Thank you.’

She signs off.







Pallas turns her attention to Maren, her smirking financial
advisor. Unlike Pallas, whose skin is almost porcelain, Maren has
the deep orange of decades of tanning, but she looks no older than
twenty. Her eyes sparkle as she delights in Pallas’s meanness, one
eye slightly bluer than the other due to it being a bionic implant,
the real eye having been lost in some yachting accident in the
Caribbean. She pushes her soft, fine hair from her face as she sits
with her knees up in front of her, her heels hooked onto the edge
of the seat. Her small, boyish figure is clothed in jeans and a
cute oversized T-shirt that hangs off one shoulder. A tech-ring,
housed in one earlobe, glows lethargically on standby.

Pallas takes a delicious sip from her cocktail, though her
face does not register any delight. She is in a purple bikini, with
a light robe hanging loosely over her. She sits back, pushing her
toned, flat stomach out as she stretches her back.

‘So? … How are we doing?’

‘O, very well!’ Maren leans forward, eagerly. A faint,
irrepressible smile lingers on her face. ‘You know, motherfucking
ace! As always!’

Pallas present the barest of smiles. She listens.

‘Your shares in Venus Securities have increased
tenfold—’
Her face sobers ‘—ever since the new wave of
bombardments on what’s left of Palestinian territory
…’

Pallas shrieks with laughter. ‘You mean shares have
rocketed!’

Maren teeters on the brink between mirth and
awkwardness.

‘O come now!’ Pallas raises her glass. ‘You’ll be getting your
commission. Let’s not pretend other people killing each other isn’t
to our advantage!’

Maren caves in and allows herself to share the joke. She
sobers again. ‘Yes, but it is unfortunate there’s so much
bloodshed. Safety is essential to world peace, so investing in weapons systems is
an important venture. Necessary.’

‘Cut the conscientious crap! You don’t have to pretend to me
to care about those people’s lives. We know profits come from
bloodshed. Being sad about it won’t change things.’

Maren raises her hands in defeat. ‘I forget how sharp you are.
Most clients find such talk … difficult, shall we say?’

‘Phooey! You mean distasteful! If you can’t face up to the
realities of what you’re investing in, don’t bother! Hypocrites! If
people want to kill each other, let them! We all know the
Palestinians are the aggressors. They fire their rockets and we
sell the latest high tech to the other side so they are ready to
annihilate them. If they’re too stupid to know they’re done for, so
be it! But if you want to profit from weapons, at least have the
balls to be honest about what you’re investing in! And if you and I
don’t profit from weapons, someone else will! What use is that?
Better me that some fool in China!’

‘You’re right. You’re right as always.’
Maren takes out and opium stick and takes
a long drag. ‘We invest to make money, and
weapons are the most profitable of all.’

Pallas raises her glass. ‘May they continue to kill each
other.’

‘And make us rich!’ They toast.

‘We need a top up!’ Pallas raises her near-empty glass and
rattles the ice. The maid hurries over, dark skinned and naturally
beautiful, young. Her spring-like curls, tied up, dance around her
shoulders as she moves. She takes the women’s glasses, bowing a
little as she does, and leaves without speaking. Only Maren
acknowledges her with a thankful nod.

Pallas gazes coolly at Maren. ‘We should dine
sometime.’

‘Yes, we should.’ Maren sinks into her seat, the opium taking
effect. ‘The Three Gorgons, maybe?’

‘Hell no!’ Pallas’s already bitter face
takes on a new level of disgust. ‘I’m talking about
real dining.
Real food.’

Maren is stunned by this declaration.

‘You know what I mean.’ Pallas’s words are dry, humourless.
‘Fleshfish is a necessity, The Three Gorgons has three Michelin
stars, it’s great food, so what? One cannot be satisfied eating
only one kind of food!’

‘You crave meat!’

‘I crave variety! I’ll always have The Three
Gorgons. But to fine dine, I need something else entirely. I eat there three times
a week so excuse me if I’m less than enthusiastic about our
cuisine.’

Maren smiles flaccidly. ‘Yeah … I get ya … As long as it’s
nothing too weight-gaining.’ She recognises the puzzlement on
Pallas’s face. ‘You’ve seen my new tattoo?’

‘No.’

She peels up her T-shirt. ‘I’ve had a tattoo done by Rees
Woodruff – the artist.’ She shows her torso: her flat belly and
small, pointy tits. An an-tattoo appears on her solar plexus: a
baroque pattern that grows and swells with leafy curves, spreading
up her chest and down her stomach. Violent slash-marks appear
across her body and animated blood splats and drips, the tattoo is
overlaid with half-tone shapes and more beautiful baroque patterns
form and twist. ‘He created it using precise mathematical patterns
and curves from the Baroque period … It’s important to the artwork
that the dimensions remain accurate … I’m legally obliged to stay
the same weight. I’m not allowed to put on or lose
weight.’

Pallas doesn’t seem too impressed. ‘And what if you do? What
then?’

‘I’d have to have it removed.’ She lowers her top.

‘And Woodruff is happy for his artwork to be
destroyed?’

‘No. He’s entitled to compensation for the loss.’

‘Which you are liable for?’

Maren reclines, delighting in the deal. ‘This is
exclusive stuff.
Not everyone could take on such a burden for art.’

‘Sounds like a risky deal to me. And you an
accountant.’

‘It gives me an incentive to keep slim. So, let’s do eat out!
If not The Three Gorgons, where?’

A thoughtful reminiscence strikes Pallas’s face. ‘There’s a
lovely tavern down in Mousehole. It’s been there for decades. It’s
like the ones I used to go to in my younger years. It’s just a
shack. The food isn’t anything fine, but it’s well cooked, fresh.
It’s quaint.’

‘I didn’t know places like that existed.’

‘O they exist. They’re mostly for the poor folk. They’re run
by retired folk with low aspirations. So they’re usually quiet.
They need to be kept secret or they’ll become too popular. This one
in Mousehole, the food’s not high cuisine, but it’s
charming.’

‘Sounds delightful.’

‘It is. Plenty of healthy food. Nothing that will make you
fat.’

The maid returns with two fresh drinks, places them on the
table and leaves.

*

Pallas’s eyes, veiled behind the black lenses of her
sunglasses, stare out to her garden: a neatly cut lawn surrounded
by rockeries and raised beds filled with spring flowers in full
bloom. The garden, and its infinity pool, stretch out to a sudden
drop, beyond which is her private beach: a small secluded cove,
whose sand is punctuated by tall, sculptural rock formations. A few
cormorants fly overhead, nesting on the surrounding cliffs, their
gruff calls, infrequently interrupting the perpetual swooshing of
the sea like a bad cough in a crowd.

Under the shade of indoors, Pallas’s skin takes on a blueish
hue; pale, flawless. She watches the maid joke with a delivery man
who arrived into the garden via the side entrance. He hands the
maid a medium sized box which she signs for with a fingerprint.
Pallas cannot hear what they are saying but they are flirting. They
almost dance in unison, an obscene display, minutely swaying their
hips in synchronicity; their eyes locked in pre-sexual meditation.
Their laughter is carried in on the breeze, into the vast space of
the mansion, somehow amplified along the way. Pallas is certain
they have electronically exchanged contact details.

She sits up as the maid approaches, bringing the parcel into
the house. A faint smile lingers on the maid’s face.

‘I’m afraid we’re giving you the sack.’

The smile is gone, the words winding her. She falters,
querying their sincerity.

‘We no longer need you.’

‘I’m … sorry …’ Shock lingers on her stupid pretty face. ‘Have
I done something wrong?’

Palls rises, goes over to the bar and pours herself a fresh
drink. ‘It’s nothing personal.’

‘I must have done something wrong?’ She needs this job, sure
she does, this particular job happens to pay particularly well –
considering the extra services she provides. ‘I can do better …
I’ll work twice as hard.’ Tears well in her eyes.

‘Sorry.’ Pallas watches with morbid
curiosity as the maid’s mental state crumbles. Pitiful weakling.

‘Please! I can do better.’

‘Well, you see, you’ve stolen from me.’

Her eyes widen, her beautiful, dark eyes. They glisten, appear
brighter, more pleasing. The shock seems only to enhance her
beauty. ‘I haven’t! … I’d never! …’

‘You have and you must go. You have stolen jewellery from
me.’

‘I’d never! Please—!’

‘It’s not up for debate. I’m letting you go.’

‘I …’ Blood throbs in her ears. She is at a loss. ‘I
…’

Pallas raises a condescending eyebrow as if genuinely
interested in what her employee has to say.

‘…
I … Yes!’ The word comes strong and certain. ‘I
did, yes! I’m sorry. I will return— I will work longer hours to
repay you. Let me pay you back for my mistake, I will never do it
again.’

‘You won’t because you will no longer be here.’

‘Please! It was a mistake. I get so jealous because you have
such beautiful things! Please let me stay so I can repay
you.’

Pallas’s stare could reduce a block of ice to a puddle in a
second. ‘That pendant.’

The maid reaches for her necklace, an instinctive reaction.
She clutches it. ‘My mum—’

‘You stole that from me.’

‘No, this is a present my mum gave me—’

‘The pendant is mine. You stole it.’

‘What? No! Please! I swear! Please! This is a present from my
mum— ’

‘It’s mine and I would like it returned.’

‘Please, Ms. Swasey. Please, this is mine. It’s not even
valuable, just a thin silver chain—’

‘I want it back.’

‘But it’s mine.’

‘You admit you stole from me, now you deny it! And you wonder
why I’m letting you go.’

The maid’s confusion gives way to an implied clarity. She
understands what is being asked of her. ‘Yes, I’m sorry. I’m sorry
I took it. Please forgive me.’ She unclasps the necklace and
removes it.

Pallas holds out her hand. ‘So give it to me.’

The maid quivers with anger. She fights to hold back tears.
She nods and takes it to Pallas, dropping it in her hand. Pallas’s
fingers close limply over it. ‘Let yourself out.’

‘But—!’ Something’s wrong. ‘O no!’ The maid awakens from a
hypnotic state, frantic, shocked. ‘But perhaps you
might—’

‘No, please leave.’ The opaque gaze of Pallas tells her
everything she needs to know.

‘Then give me back my pendant!’

Pallas straightens. ‘You admit you stole it, now you lie to me
again!’

‘But—’ The maid is ensnared by confusion.

‘Please leave!’

‘Yes.’ She nods. She doesn’t know what to do. She walks to the
door in a stupor. She lets herself out.

Pallas drops the pendant on a nearby table and wipes her hand
with a tissue. She calls up her P.A. on her A.R.

‘Josie.’ She gazes into space as Josie’s face appears before
her eyes. ‘I’ve sacked my maid. Send her her P45 and place an ad
for a new one.’

‘Very good, Ms. Swasey.’







The
mansion is dark, silent. Pallas continues to stare out at her
garden, to the sea beyond. Tiny silver waves fold over on
themselves for infinity, repeating, forever. The stark walls around
her are tall, a high ceiling. The mansion was built in a
20th century Modern style: asymmetrical and curvy. This part of
the building has the ceiling held up by thin beams that describe a
gentle curve, the angle of each beam increasing incrementally – one
of the many lazy nods to Barbara Hepworth.

The peace is broken by Tom Swasey, whose arrival was already
announced to Pallas electronically, but whose arrival nonetheless
spoils her calm, irritates her. It is only the sound of the door
sweeping open; and the corporeal noise of Tom as he steps inside,
breathes, takes off his shoes, and loosens his black lace
piccadill. He swings into the kitchen to fetch himself a cool drink
and steps into some mess spilled on the floor. He’s confronted by a
pile of dishes in the sink.

‘Hey, where’s Eno?’ He calls from the open fridge, his fingers
selecting a bottle of soda pop, which he grips and twists
open.

‘I had to let her go!’ Irritation taints her voice.

‘Again?’ Tom mutters to himself as he pours his soft drink. ‘I
liked her.’

‘I know you did!’

Tom moves forward and stoops to peer through the serving
hatch, his youthful face struck by a questioning look. His mop of
dark hair interferes with his view. He flicks his head repeatedly
like a robot with an affliction. ‘Is that what this is
about?’

‘Please! Don’t think I’m jealous of
that! It was nothing to
do with you.’

Tom uses his A.R. to command the service robot to clean up.
The decrepit automaton disengages itself from the wall and slowly
manoeuvres to mop up the spillage before setting on the dishes. Tom
watches, less than impressed. They’ve only had the robot a year and
it already needs servicing, possibly even replacing. A deep dread
lingers over him at the notion of having to call customer services.
‘Still. She was a hard worker.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll get another.’

‘I’m going to get ready.’ Tom crushes the soda bottle in his
firm grip and chucks it on the floor for the automaton to clean up.
He glowers resentfully at that shitty contraption. ‘Hey! You’ll
have to make your own way to the shareholder meeting; there’s an
investor event for our synth range. I need to head over and check
on it. Make sure there are no problems. O.K.?’

Pallas is surprised but not upset. She poses a thoughtful
expression as he comes over to her. ‘What must be done.’

‘Great.’ He strokes her hair and stoops to kiss her, his shirt
falling open to reveal his shaved, toned chest. ‘And you’re O.K.
About being mentioned in the speech?’

‘Do I ever complain?’

‘Well … not about that, you don’t!’ He smiles,
cheekily.

‘Show me off if you need to; I don’t mind. If it appeases the
chauvinist investors, so be it. We’ll do whatever it takes to get
the best results.’

‘You’re beautiful.’ He kisses her again. ‘I stink!’ He backs
off, peeling his wet shirt from his skin. ‘Been sweating like a pig
in this March heat.’ He looks at her fondly. ‘You must like the
adoration a little bit.’

She smiles, unable to hide the pride she feels. ‘I prefer it
when it’s jealousy.’

They laugh.

‘O you get plenty of that!’ Tom heads off to take a shower.
‘I’ll meet you there at seven, O.K.?’

‘Absolutely.’

*

Tom is in his black, tight-fitting satin jacket with a small,
square, but finely laced piccadill. He looks good. He programmes
his car to drive to the Purh
synth food corporate event as he descends the
stairs.

His car is a palindrome; perfectly symmetrical: curved at
both ends, cigar-shaped, eight-wheeled, with meaty off-road tires.
The blood of some unfortunate animal stains the tyre treads on one
side of the vehicle. The side hatch lifts and the steps unfold as
Tom approaches. He boards and takes a seat. There are four rows of
seating, all facing centre; two rows on one side, two on the other.
Tom sits by the window so he can look at the sea. He turns off his
A.R. visuals as he journeys, turning off all notifications. It is a
brief moment he can relax and clear his head.

He’s facing backwards as the car drives along the cliffs that
overlook the sea. The water looks golden as the sun sets over it.
Waves space across the horizon. Glistening ripples fold in slow
motion. As the car speeds and lurches down the empty road, rocks
and buildings whizz past; dark shapes passing across the brilliant
vista. He turns the light off so he is sitting in a darkened cab.
The windows display the sky in panorama, yellow transitioning to
deep blue, speckled with pink clouds. Only the howl of the engine
and the tires treading grit can be heard now and the quiet torments
him. He check his A.R. for the latest news broadcasts and lets them
play:

‘A man who wrestled and restrained a terrorist at the King’s
Cross attack five years ago has been granted a sainthood despite
being an atheist. The Catholic church made Reginald Flaxley a saint
despite this being against Flaxley’s wishes. Flaxley’s family say
they will ignore the sainthood status but that is likely to do
little to deter pilgrims to his grave and north London residence
…

‘Director of the Victoria and Albert museum Norman Gresnik has
refused to sell his oil and weapons shares despite ongoing
protests. When speaking at a recent press conference, Gresnik
stated how “profiting from oil and weapons is entirely in keeping
with Queen Victoria’s colonial traditions.” This has angered
critics as well as some notable patrons of the V. and A. museum
…

‘Morecambe has finally eroded completely, two years after the
full evacuation of the city. Only the area known as the “old town”
remained after a winter of storms and heavy rain, but this too
collapsed into the sea earlier this week …

‘A man has been blinded by inadvertently
staring directly at the sun whilst using his A.R. vision. Whilst he
was talking to a relative, his A.R. implant malfunctioned, failing
to alert him to the ultra-high levels of light entering his pupils.
Although blinded, the company responsible, Luna-Magna, has upgraded
the man’s A.R. free of charge, and the man is continuing perfectly
fine with artificial sight …’

The car slows as it arrives at the venue. What’s the hold up? Tom poses this
thought to the car’s A.I. The reply is printed before his eyes:
‘Interfacing with local traffic queues …’

‘Queues?’ Tom turns and cranes his neck to see about fifty
empty cars driving around the venue. ‘O fucking hell, man! Why
can’t people park their cars somewhere? Selfish shits! Just pay for
parking for fuck’s sake!’

The car’s A.I. types the E.T.A. Before Tom’s eyes:
‘Approximately three minutes waiting time.’

*

Plush curtains circle the room, creating a continuous crimson
surround, except for the space left for the large entrance doors.
The drone of chitchat is accompanied by a classical string quartet
that soothes the ambience and elevates the prestige of the for-hire
venue. Vacant tables, uncovered, set out in rows, await the service
of the main meal; whilst guests in dresses and piccadills gather on
the other side of the room, congregating around the long buffet
table which offers bite-sized morsels and fine wine.

Karal stands awkwardly at the side with Tobi, viewing the
corporate guests. Behind them hang two banners performing video
loops of the various synthetic foods produced by
Purh. First up is a
synth chicken, looking identical to the real, cultivated,
hormone-pumped chicken you are familiar with. It is displayed
roasted and marinated for barbecue.

Next comes synth eggs which have a distinct teal colour to
differentiate them from the real thing. Some hands break some eggs
into a mixing bowl. They look like real eggs. The image transitions
into a shot of a freshly baked cake.

Next up is synth pork ribs, marinated and coated in a syrupy
sauce, Chinese style. There is a close up of the synthetic fat
sizzling on the ribs as they are removed from a domestic
oven.

Next is standard block synth protein. This is shown as
efficiently stored and packaged, stacking neatly in the cupboard.
It is sliced into cubes, used like tofu: fried, steamed; or used in
curries; or minced for pasta sauce.

Next comes a fish platter. A dish is served displaying an
array of synth fish and seafoods, including extinct and
near-extinct varieties.

Finally the banner shows ‘rare’ synth beef and lamb, seared
and roasted and sliced in succulent, thick, bloody slices with
synth gravy poured over the top. Purh’s synth gravy is one of their
best sellers and is the first gravy to be proudly marketed as
synthetic.

Karal stands rigid in a shapely satin dress. She holds her
bare arms by her side, occasionally tugging at her uncomfortable
dress straps. She’s not used to wearing such garments. Even her
hair, styled and sculpted, is not her usual, banal-but-comfortable
bob. She puts her hand up to touch it but finds it all held
perfectly well, out of her face. She drops her hand, and puts her
arms back to her sides.

‘Look at them.’ She speaks through gritted teeth.

Tobi is wearing so much foundation his face looks like it’s
been ironed. He’s highlighted his shadow areas so well, his face is
one continuous beige surface with no contours. His short black hair
is combed and gelled to one side to a stiff, razor-sharp point. His
tall, thin body is dressed in an emerald coloured jacket with a
short, lacy piccadill. ‘They seem to be enjoying the buffet.’ He
glances around the room. ‘It’s going well.’

Karal straightens herself and puts her weight on one hip like
she has been advised to do. She instantly exudes confidence,
looking quite chic. ‘Wish me luck.’

‘Karal, you’ll be great. Tom left you in charge for a
reason.’

Her A.R. informs her of Tom’s presence. ‘He’s here
now.’

‘I’ll go mingle.’ Tobi slips off. He turns back. ‘Make it look
like I’m busy working!’ He grins and leaves.

Tom enters through the large doors. He sees Karal and waves,
smiling warmly, hurries over to her. ‘How’s it going?’

Karal feigns more nerves. ‘So far so good.’

‘Ah, you’ve got this.’ He takes a sweeping glance at the
room.

Karal observes his cool, dashing appearance, his boyish good
looks. ‘You look nice.’

‘And you! … You look sexy in blue. You should wear it more.’
He strokes her shoulder.

‘I’m not overdressed, am I?’

‘You’ve chosen perfect. See? You’ve got this. These are
everyday products but we’ve got to push the potential
luxury.’

‘Yes.’ Clear disappointment plays on her
face. ‘Everyday products.’

He smiles. ‘Look, you’ll come to the fleshfish gig next year.
I guarantee it. But I need someone here with talent who can promote
this sh—! … this
range.’

‘Sure. It’s a shame this event landed on the same day as the
fleshfish gig!’

Tom laughs. ‘You know it wasn’t deliberate.’ She’s not too
convinced of that. ‘Anyway, I just dropped by to check everything
is in order. Any problems?’

‘None at all. The main meal is being prepared. So far the
guests are interested in the food.’

‘Good! A positive response. What are you eating?’

‘The choices are synth roast turkey or synth green tomato
tart.’

‘Any real veg?’

‘No. All synth.’

Tom looks apologetic. ‘Good … That shows off our products
well.’

‘Yeah.’ Karal nods to a man at the buffet
table. ‘In fact, that fella with the long moustache is
absolutely loving this … stuff. That’s his third plate.’

‘Really? No shit?’ Tom looks out to see a young looking man
with a long golden moustache that hangs down to his waist. He has
round tech glasses that frame his eyes with blinking lights. He has
piled his paper plate high with the synth hors d'oeuvres and he
waves at Tobi, nodding and smiling as he chews.

Tom can’t believe his eyes. ‘He really likes this shit,
huh?’

‘I don’t know.’ Karal frowns steadily. ‘I’m thinking some
ulterior motive …’

Tom is stunned. ‘He … might … just like the
products.’

‘Yeah …’

It occurs to Tom that this man might be lying to himself.
Perhaps he wants to invest and needs the products to be great.
Maybe self-deception is the strongest selling strategy of all. Or
maybe he’s just trying to boost future share value … Who can
tell?

Tobi arrives back with a slightly stunned expression. ‘That
geezer with the moustache is well into this food!’ His eyes nearly
bulge out of his head when he sees Tom. ‘Tom! Wow! You’re
overdressed, aren’t you?’

Tom feigns awkwardness. ‘Sorry … I’ve got a fleshfish gig to
go to.’

Tobi’s face contorts as he processes the news. ‘It’s a shame
it happened to crop up on the same day as this event, isn’t
it?’

‘You know I’d be here otherwise.’

Karal shows solidarity with Tobi by linking arms with him.
‘Well, we better get mingling. Can’t let the company down. You
enjoy your gourmet food, Tom!’

‘O, I will! I’d better get a move on. I can see everything
here’s in good hands.’

‘Let’s hope so. Good luck, Tom.’

Tom points at her as he leaves. ‘You’re going to kill this! I
know you will!’

Karal smiles. ‘Thanks, Tom.’ She nods and turns away to
mingle.







Suchismita Kai stands on stage before a deep blue velour
curtain, bathed in overhead lighting which casts long and
unflattering shadows down her otherwise tall and handsome body. She
is dressed in an emerald green sari with her hair in a single plait
over one shoulder. Her red lips glow in the inadequate
light.

Her voice is transmitted directly to the stockholders’ A.R.
implants; and her American-accented voice is soft and
sexy.

‘If you haven’t voted yet, or would like to change your vote,
please do so now if you want them to be counted. And forward them
to Inspector of Elections, Kevin Brent, who is over in the corner
there.’

She waits for two minutes while there is a general movement
amongst the audience. She smiles.

‘The polls are now closed.’ She looks out at the audience with
a kind of vacant stare, as if addressing no one. ‘Based on the
proxies we have already received I can confirm our stockholders
have approved the recommendations of the Purh board, except item 2
regarding the reductions of our director terms.

‘We will formally announce the results of the voting by filing
a form 8-D within three business days of today’s meeting … Well!
That concludes the “boring” part of this meeting. Official business
is all done. Now adjourned. We welcome you to stay for the company
presentation from our C.E.O., Tom. We will be making predictions
and forward-looking statements based on our current business
standing, but actual
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