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            PREVIOUSLY ON PLANET HY MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks to Verruca’s carefully constructed plan, and a carefully constructed vibrator, Hilda is as powerless as an electric toothbrush with no charge.

      Vegas, realising that Hilda is mad, has jumped ship and joined forces with DBO, who she will follow to hell and back------ if necessary.

      Mex, Woody Pete, and H2 finally find the “wiry thing” or component and “telespray” back to Planet Hy Man to head off the coup, arriving just in time to fight for “truth, justice, and the H2 way”.

      After an epic Star Wars-like battle that leaves Hilda crying into her not-so-deluxe caffeine, H2 is the new leader with new ideas and a new leadership team.

      While Beryl and Legless have made peace, the sort of peace that involves Beryl occasionally staying over, sleeping on Legless’s couch and Legless plotting to get her into his bed.
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        March 2020—Lockdown is on the horizon.

        PM says the UK can

        “turn tide of coronavirus” in twelve weeks.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          The dumping of stuff

        

      

    

    
      It was a couch like any other, covered in way too many cushions with the worst view in the room of the TV.

      Izzie loved it, but then Izzie had a passion for corduroy.

      As soon as she entered the living room, Izzie would jump on, bury her head under a cushion, and stay there until dragged out.

      One day, she buried her head so far down that she had a panic attack, backing out of the darkness so fast she left her collar behind.

      The same collar that had been to Planet Hy Man and back.

      Not that anyone noticed. Until, that is, it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            FOR THE LOVE OF BERYL

          

          “One woman’s orgasm is another’s ‘It was OK.’”—Legless after a few whiskies

        

      

    

    
      Legless looked at Beryl: still and cool. She was breathing deeply but silent.

      After making love, Beryl had dropped off quicker than a belch, hardly moving from her back—not a snore, a sniff, or even a mutter.

      Years of maintaining a beehive hairdo can do that to a woman. Well, that and a childhood spent sleeping in a cabin bed the size of a small trunk.

      Beryl always fell asleep before Legless, but tonight was different. They had made love, and now he was watching her.

      It had been a long time.

      He stared at the stars from their window.

      No matter how many planetariums they had been to, he was still confused; he had no idea what stars were which. Sometimes he thought he recognized something, perhaps the Milky Way. He knew Planet Hy Man was somewhere in the same region; he had heard Beryl talk of it.

      There were times he had looked at the stars and yearned for home, to go back, wreak havoc on Beryl and her Voted In’s, cause a downfall, and have her at her knees.

      But not now.

      Tonight he looked at the stars through the exhausted eyes of a man after a satisfying shag. It had been a while, and despite Beryl’s lack of interest, he had pulled it off, turned her on, pleased her like the good old days when they first “hooked up” on Earth.

      He made his way downstairs, heated up yesterday’s coffee, and, sipping with an “arrrrh,” pulled out his writing implement.

      He typed: “The Conquest of Beryl.”

      This will have them on the edge of their seat. He smiled. They’ll have to let me make a speech now . . .

      
        
        ---

      

      

      When they’d first slept together on Planet Hy Man, Legless had dropped off quicker than a nose dribble, his smooth face as peaceful as a monk.

      Legless had taken Beryl by surprise; after a lusty eye exchange and a quick fumble, Legless led her to a cupboard of a room.

      “Let’s see what we have here,” he whispered.

      And before she had time to answer, her leathers were off, her corset untied and erect on the floor, and Beryl was gasping on a trolley the size of her childhood cabin bed.

      He was a young man enjoying the luscious effects of Planet Hy Man’s atmosphere. His nose was a silent hair-free breathing apparatus, while his bladder was strong, capable of holding a keg of beer without a dribble. And as for his apparatus, it was as efficient as a fire hose, quenching pent-up passion that took them both by surprise.

      As Beryl’s back arched in pleasure, he moaned, sighed, then rolled off, asleep before he hit the floor. Landing on a pile of laundry, he didn’t feel a thing, let alone wake up, unaware that he had the legendarily coldhearted Beryl crying with laughter . . .

      Years later, when Legless took Beryl for the first time on Earth, it was more a fumble, the eye exchange more wistful than lusty.

      There was no comedy fall, more a delicious sigh as they lay, spread-eagled, with surprise. Neither had any idea that their body could pull off past antics with such precision.

      Afterward, a sweaty and still-a-little-stunned Legless headed into the kitchen.

      “Fancy a cuppa?” he yelled.

      “OK,” she yelled back with no idea what a cuppa was.

      She slid under the sheets and almost giggled.

      It had taken a few months for Legless to “conquer,” as he liked to call it, despite Beryl visiting almost daily.

      The sheltered accommodation Archie had arranged was not exactly what Beryl was looking for. She found the constant wandering of inmates a tad disturbing, the warden’s early morning call as inspiring as the mobile hairdresser trying to talk Beryl into a “less dated” look.

      She preferred Legless’s home, and once she learned to drive, she was never out of the place, despite the mess, derelict cars, and broken hen house. She couldn’t stay away.

      Beryl had taken to driving like a child to McDonald’s.

      It had been a year since Beryl and Legless met in Edinburgh. A year since Bunnie, with a toot of her horn, picked Beryl and Legless up from the B&B, since Beryl first pressed the accelerator of a car . . .

      Bunnie had been driving Beryl and Legless to their new home in Dunoon when a foot cramp struck like a sledgehammer.

      Bunnie, mid steering, let out a shriek, and Beryl, without thinking, grabbed the wheel.

      Her ability to maneuver Bunnie’s four-wheel onto the Dunoon ferry surprised not only Bunnie but Beryl herself. She had only driven once—on Planet Hy Man—and she’d been so young she could hardly touch the peddles.

      Legless, dozing in the back, jumped to attention, and before he could get a word in about gears, she was changing them, sliding Bunnie’s four-wheel drive into a parking space like a seasoned taxi driver.

      A year on, Beryl still jumped behind the wheel excited as a teenager in a porn shop.

      She loved cars; she loved driving, especially to Legless’s home and his animals—or his “menagerie,” as he liked to call it.

      She loved to stroke “Sophia,” his scraggy cat, toss leftovers to his moth-eaten dog, Bark Twain, their earthy smells mesmerizing her until she let them inside.

      Feeding his hens—or “the girls,” as he liked to call them—fascinated her as much as their names: Gina, Lollo, Bridget, and Bardo. She could spend hours watching them, not to mention Charlton Heston the cockle with a strut so majestic even Bark Twain stopped to watch.

      But what she loved most was to watch Legless light his fire for her to sleep by on the couch.

      He had a nice back, apart from his thin ponytail trailing down it.

      She never said anything, but Legless read her mind, and one day the ponytail was gone and Legless was feeling hopeful.

      Beryl arrived to find Legless bent over the hearth, cleaning with a grunt.

      He lit his standard minuscule fire lighter and waited for the flames to take hold.

      The flames flickered, illuminating his perfect round skull. She stopped.

      “Shall I get the blankets?” he said without turning around.

      “Not tonight,” she said.

      He looked at her with a grin.

      “Let’s give that IKEA bed of yours a go,” she whispered.

      Bark Twain poked his head around the corner, took one look at Legless’s naked rump straddled across Beryl, and made for the kitchen, his cushion, and a bowl of water.

      Umpteen moans later, Beryl looked out from his IKEA bed with the sort of smile she hadn’t cracked since Legless left Planet Hy Man. The sort of smile that would have the Voted Ins and Bunnie choking on their caffeine.

      It was a smile that lit up her face; she glowed.

      She had really missed Legless: the smell of his warm body, his ability to not only push the right button but do it for the best length of time . . . a knack not even human men knew of.

      A couple of minutes under Legless’s hands and she was back in that cupboard of a room getting to know her private bits like never before.

      She slid further under the sheets, peering at the bedroom they had decorated together as Legless entered the room dribbling tea from two mugs.

      She eyed his thin legs poking from his baggy boxers and started to laugh.

      “No pickling milk,” he muttered.

      “Milk? That stuff from cows?” She pulled a face. “I heard it makes men grow breasts.”

      He looked at her, stuck out his flat chest, and laughed. “Like these?” he said.

      She stared at his sprinkling of grey hairs and sighed.

      He handed her a mug; she sipped, pulled a face.

      “No caffeine?” she said.

      “Not what you like,” he muttered. “Packet stuff, way worse than that.” He gestured to her mug.

      She sipped again. The taste grew on her. A bit bitter, but . . . she gulped another mouthful, swallowed it down . . . it warmed her.

      “I could get used to this,” she finally said.

      Soon he had a cupboard full and was trying teas like a true tea jenny. And each time Legless pleasured her, it was he who opened the cupboard and stared at the growing number of packets, shouting . . .

      “Herbal? Earl Grey? What is Ma’am’s pleasure today?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE DRIVING INSTRUCTOR

          

          “Within months of discovering tea in all its glory, Beryl also discovered a better place to live: a camper van.”—Legless’s memoir

        

      

    

    
      For months they made love like newlyweds, so many times that Beryl lost count. But still she didn’t move in, until he spied the camper van.

      They were sauntering through the Barras, a marketplace in Glasgow, Beryl on the hunt for a good old-fashioned Nokia and Legless for something a little different, something to add a bit of spice to their lovemaking.

      And there he saw it: a sixties VW camper van, complete with broken roof rack and more rust than paint.

      Legless caught sight of the tiny run-down kitchen, the peeling walls, the ripped upholstery, and thought, How many hours could they spent together sorting the van?

      She might even move in.

      Beryl didn’t notice it at first, nor the round, dark man under the bonnet; she was too busy rummaging through a box of vintage mobiles.

      Legless did. He clocked the stall owner straight away. Feigning disinterest, he turned to catch Beryl lifting a grey Doro 7080.

      She casually flipped it open.

      “I’d stick to a Nokia,” said Legless, “if you really must connect.”

      The round, dark man’s ears pricked up. He turned, caught sight of Beryl’s beehive, and assumed the “granny in leather” was a woman of the sixties: a woman who’d spent her youth on the back of a motorbike, braless, with a reefer in her mouth and probably had her first ride in a camper van . . .

      He went for the hard sell.

      “Nokia?” He said with a crisp slam of the bonnet. “I’ve a bucketful here in the van.”

      The round, dark man sipped his 90p instant coffee.

      “It’s vintage,” he said with a cough. “And a steal. Just needs a jump start . . .”

      Silence.

      “I’ll throw in a set of jump leads.”

      The round, dark man eyed Legless’s skinny legs, skinny arse, skinny shoulders, and ancient leather jacket. He had the look of someone who slept with a motorbike . . . spent his days in the shed with a roll-up in the corner of his mouth and memories of the sixties through the haze of dope and sex.

      He pulled out the bed and, with a “good as new,” plonked himself on it.

      The bed squeaked but held his weight.

      “This could expand our repertoire,” Legless whispered in her ear.

      Beryl, with no idea what he meant, ran her fingers along the cracked bench and creaked open a cupboard. The door flopped to the ground.

      “And I’ll throw in a box full of vintage Nokias,” said the stall owner.

      They drove home to Dunoon, almost push-starting the van off the ferry.

      Fixing up the van was a bonding experience almost on par with making love and collecting tea. They spent so much time together that Beryl finally gave up her sheltered accommodation.

      Legless was ecstatic.

      They rocked the van with their lovemaking, drank tea as the sun set, and for a while, Beryl forgot she had been a ruler, a woman in control. Until, that is, she became a driving instructor.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      A year on Earth had changed things, and the tea cupboard hadn’t been opened for a while.

      They rarely made love, and when they did, Beryl crashed out before he had time to boil a kettle.

      Within months of becoming a driving instructor, she was too busy for him, and catching her attention was as hard as asking a football fan mid match what he wanted for tea.

      In fact, that is how Legless now felt: forgotten, ignored, like the partner of said football fan mid World Cup.

      She couldn’t wait to jump in her car and start the day, while Legless—who had “been there, done that, and bought the T-shirt”—was left behind. Beryl had discovered a way to make a living, and she loved it; a pay packet was something new to her, something she ripped open with glee, even though she never bought anything.

      She started a taxi service for those in the sheltered accommodation, delivering for Pizza Hut and teaching nervous women drivers well past their eighteen years.

      Soon she was so busy she was never in, and Legless began to miss their visits to the planetarium, their weekends away in the camper van. She was even too busy to visit the “Women through the Ages” exhibition, her favorite; it inspired her the most.

      He missed pushing a co-op trolley with her, her chuckling at his “buy one get one free” banter with a checkout attendant. He suggested taking a break in her camper van to explore the Highlands, but before he’d even brought home a brochure, she was off, the camper van as redundant as his appendage.

      He may as well have been back on Planet Hy Man peddling a stationary . . . at least then she looked at his arse.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      He closed his book and smiled. Had they turned a corner? Had he finally conquered her?

      He slid his memoir back in its hiding place. Or is this just a one-off?

      He thought of the look on her face . . . and told himself they had turned a corner, that he had “reclaimed, pulled down the drawbridge, and conquered.” Then he slipped back into bed, wrapped his arms around Beryl, and was down for the count in minutes.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Hours later, as the sun rose, Beryl woke to gaze at Legless’s wrinkled face contorting with each snore.

      He slept like he was an action man in an adventure film, writhing about like a worm on a hook, which Beryl found strangely erotic—not that he was aware. Beryl never told him.

      She made her way downstairs, her head full of the day ahead.

      She had no idea he wrote about her, that he had been up all night drinking coffee, thinking of her.

      She didn’t even notice the coffee mess. She just poured herself one and headed out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            THE NEW ROOM WITH A VIEW

          

          “Never question a woman’s orgasm, even if you haven’t touched her.”—Legless after a whisky

        

      

    

    
      Beryl had just moved into the sheltered accommodation when shame struck her like a dose of heartburn. She felt guilty for her past treatment of Legless and, like any good ex-leader, decided the only way to make amends was to commission a statue.

      Beryl, now in contact with H2, began a nagging campaign. Persuading H2, however, was another story.

      H2, a socialist from her bog-standard haircut to her no-frills H-Pad, ruled with an “every woman’s equal” policy.

      She created foot rubs for all, public holidays for robots, and a “dress-up day” to celebrate Verruca’s saving of the planet (a particularly painful day for Hilda when she rarely ventured out). She scaled down the room with a view, replacing portraits of past leaders with an “ideas board” and the gigantic meeting table with an “everyone has their say” meeting table—a table so small that those around it could smell what the others had for breakfast.

      She dismembered the chandeliers of the room with a view; placed one in the updated, extra-large “training for the masses” emporium; and doled out the rest in small pieces like medals to those who “gave their all.”

      And, with her new, innovative “our policies are an open book” campaign, gave Deidre, Planet Hy Man’s top reporter, full access to everything—including what Beryl had been up to.

      She was hardly the sort of leader to erect statues, especially on the orders of a past top-heavy regime. Beryl pulled her best bribes, and when that didn’t work, she appealed to H2’s better nature—and when that didn’t work, she nag-messaged.

      “Legless did discover the spark plug, saved the energy crisis . . .” she messaged a million times.

      H2 raised her concerns at the daily meeting with her leadership team: Vegas, DBO, and Alice.

      Alice, a ball of a robot, circled the room with a view like an extra-large super-charged snooker ball. “Socialism is a bit drab,” she said.

      “Perhaps something with a splash of color,” said Vegas.

      H2 skulled her caffeine. She could see the Operators, the hippie colony, and the field-workers swallowing that argument.

      The Operators were still a little miffed about H2’s “give everyone a second chance, including robots” policy, which the hippie colony embraced until they realized they weren’t included.

      The Operators felt there were “some who had more chances than an alcoholic.”

      Deloris’s column had included several inflammatory remarks—talk of the field-workers and hippies uniting, breaking away, flying their own flag—until DBO suggested they take over the planet’s “dress-up day.”

      A deal was struck involving the Darth Vader outfits Verruca and Hilda had worn in their much-talked-about fight of the century.

      Soon, fields were covered in scarecrows dressed in Star Wars outfits . . . and a day off was allocated for dancing around them with sticks covered in burnt tofu and wrestling.

      Some would say it was a piss take, but as H2 was a people pleaser to the core, she chose to see it as women having the freedom to express themselves.

      The door creaked open, and H2’s footman shuffled in sporting his latest recycled-but-cozy leisure suit, now so old he was permanently bent in foot rub mode. He stopped at the caffeine corner, made to fill a cup, and stumbled.

      DBO jumped up and, with an “I’ll get it” sigh, took him to his seat. “Ignore it,” she snapped, thrusting a mug under the footman’s nose.

      “I’d run a mile from the whole statue thing,” said Pete. “It only leads to trouble.”

      The footman inspected his mug with a sniff. “Unless, of course . . .” He looked up with his best poignant look. “You want to please the statue workers.”

      “Ruling is not about pleasing,” said Vegas.

      “They are at a loose end,” said DBO.

      “And there are still plenty of off cuts from the table,” said Alice.

      The team shifted uncomfortably.

      The coffee table project went down like a stink bomb. H2 had recycled the giant meeting table into coffee tables for the field-workers. The field-workers who sat by fires for their tea break took one look at the table perched in the mud and chopped it into kindling.

      Vegas looked at H2 with mixed feelings.

      Many would have blinged up their outfit once in power; not H2. She, grimly hanging on to her “woman of the women” beliefs, remained in her orange jumpsuit, despite Vegas expressing her doubts . . .

      Vegas had seen leaders come and go as quickly as the unrolling of a toilet roll. “It was all about faith,” she said, “inspiration,” and an orange jumpsuit was hardly going to do that.

      “You’ll need to do something,” said Alice. “That Beryl can nag like there’s no tomorrow; she’ll never give up.”

      “That’s true,” muttered DBO.

      “And it won’t take long for Hilda to hear,” said Alice.

      The team looked at each other; the footman tutted. “I told you so,” he coughed.

      “Yes, so you keep telling me,” snapped H2.

      “I did warn about all this open book malarky⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “—but would you listen?”

      “All right,” hissed H2. “How was I to know Legless could cook?”

      “And that Beryl could drive,” said Alice.

      The room fell silent.

      H2’s “open book” theory seemed like a good idea. If the masses knew how shit Beryl’s life was, they’d realize how lucky they were . . .

      But Deidre’s “What’s Eating Beryl?” column had the opposite effect. Everyone knew that meat was eaten on Earth, but Deidre’s exaggerated stories of Legless’s pasta and roasts had many drooling.

      H2, in an attempt to “balance things out,” did commission a column about Quorn and Japanese tofu claiming that many Earth people didn’t eat meat and were “the better for it.” But how could she compete with pictures of Beryl wiping her chin after a particularly succulent chicken, or Legless producing his famed cheesy lasagna from the oven?

      And Deidre’s recent “Driving Earth up the Wall” article didn’t help either.

      It had the market stall workers so jealous they could spit. Despite Earth being full of men, Beryl seemed to have the sort of luxurious driving-about freedom they could only dream of. And as they trotted through the dry, hard soil every day to work, it grated on them like a pebble in their shoe.

      H2 poured another caffeine and stirred.

      “Easy on the cream,” muttered the footman.

      Vegas looked at him. “Cream helps her think.” She turned to her hero. “What you need is something to inspire, uplift.”

      “Thank you, Vegas.”

      “Something that pulls us all together, and perhaps something more than a jumpsuit?”

      “I’m not changing my jumpsuit,” snapped H2. “I told you before, utopia is equality.”

      “Vegas has a point, ma’am,” said Alice.

      “And don’t call me ma’am.”

      “The masses need something to look up to, aim for.”

      “And don’t call them the masses.”

      “Perhaps a foot massage?” said the footman.

      The others pulled faces.

      He slid off his sock to reveal the sort of foot that would shock a podiatrist. He wiggled his toe. “Get the ol’ grey matter working.”

      She sighed and nodded.

      He handed her a mask and gloves as the team, apart from Alice, left the room.

      Foot-rubbing helped H2 think, and she could go through quite a few.

      The elderly footman sighed. “How about a small figurine planted by the gates of the Courtyard of Greatness?”

      “Figurine?” H2 muffled through her mask.

      “A small statue, ma’am,” said Alice. “The size of a thumb.”

      “I said . . . don’t call me ma’am.”

      “Sold as a recycling idea to inspire and uplift . . . that all are equal, including men.”

      The footman moaned.

      “A surprise so intricate no one will see the details,” said Alice.

      H2 said nothing.

      “Perhaps you could press a little more to the right,” he said, “near my bunion?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            THE STATUE WORKERS

          

          “In the realm of happiness, an orgasm can only go so far.”—Legless after way too many whiskies

        

      

    

    
      Pete and Woody were in the newly erected state-of-the-art shed when they heard the news.

      Mex walked in, tossed her Nokia across the bench, and pulled up a seat with a “figurines—what next?”

      Pete and Woody looked up from their plans in mild irritation. Mex had a habit of walking in unannounced.

      Once Beryl had made contact with H2, care of Alice, her arse had been left high and dry out the preverbal window—no longer required.

      Retired and slightly bored, her sized-down Earth whip ceremonially taken from her, Mex felt as useful as a toothpick with dentures. She had little to do but listen in on H2 and her meetings with her newly acquired pseudo Nokia—the first and only replica of Woody’s.

      Woody’s Nokia flashed red, then beeped several times; then, with an automated “not . . . not . . . not again,” it died.

      Mex’s followed.

      “I told you not to bring that in here,” said Woody. “Now I’ll have to charge them both up again, and God knows how long that will take this time.”

      Mex pulled a face.

      The Techno Twins, as she called Woody and Pete, were as close as Siamese twins—which, as DBO pointed out, was Woody’s way of dealing with admiration, women oohing and aahing at him.

      “Woody feels safe with Pete,” said DBO, which Mex found as understandable as Beryl and Legless’s relationship.

      Woody got about in hooded cloaks, while Pete—still dressed as a woman—had a stall on the market selling the odd girlie outfit, which for some reason many robots took to, especially the aprons, wigs, and lipstick.

      Pete’s stall was so busy he employed other robots to help. Some even dressed like him: pointy bra, red lipstick, and a fifties-style wig (color optional).

      And it was the running of things that had changed them; just like Beryl, they were full of themselves and way too busy for the likes of a retired man spy.

      She huffed.

      Give a man a shed, a bit of praise, enough knowledge to hang himself, and the next thing you know, he’s acting like he’s saving the pickling planet.

      “It’s not my fault,” she said.

      “I told you before, they are not compatible.”

      Mex pulled a face.

      “It’s the atmosphere,” said Woody. “Plays havoc with the Earth bits.”

      “Earth bits,” said Mex. “Hardly scientific.”

      “You have a better name?” said Pete.

      Woody set the two Nokias down to charge, his on the bench and, with a pointed look at Mex, the other outside.

      Planet Hy Man’s atmosphere had turned Woody’s Earth Nokia into an all-singing, all-dancing device so advanced it made the H-Pad 11 seem as impressive as a toilet roll holder.

      Everyone wanted one. In fact, so much in demand was a “Woody Nokia” that a project was set up, headed by Woody and Pete. Funded with the “sky’s the limit” budget, they rebuilt the charred remains of the Operators’ shed and came up with a prototype for Mex to “test run.”

      They had free rein of any tools they could lay their hands on and access to everything, including firsthand information from the Operators in the Building of Opulence, who watched, recorded, and reported all, including Earth.

      Pete, connected by the same “comfortable as an old slipper” earpiece as H2’s, was as up-to-date as the BBC news; in fact, that’s what he was listening to when Mex walked in.

      Woody turned Mex’s pseudo Nokia in his hands. “Maybe I should scrap yours and start again.”

      Mex jumped up to object. “But my Nokia is my only connection . . . with . . . things.”

      Pete looked up, hand on his earpiece. “There’s a virus on Earth.”

      “Pfff, that place is full of them,” said Mex with a soft look at Woody.

      Pete stopped, listened, then looked at his comrades . . . “A pandemic.”

      “Earth is so dramatic,” said Mex.

      “In Scotland?” Woody asked.

      “Wouldn’t worry, just a storm in a whatever,” said Mex.

      Pete looked at his pal. “They’re to wear masks.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Alice and Vegas headed across the market to find a statue worker, which, according to Alice, was as easy as finding a young man. There had been no statues built since the fall of Hilda, and the statue workers had dispersed into various jobs.

      They made their way in silence.

      The market band was playing an ear-bashing polka, and some of the stall workers were clapping and cheering, others even dancing. In fact, if they were not on the lookout for a statue worker, Vegas would’ve joined in. She liked a good knees-up, and listening to a polka from the room with a view was hardly the same.

      They passed the Voted In’s art stall in the middle of a miniature watercolor sale.

      “Buy one get one free,” shouted Baby, a Voted In with a talent for screeching.

      Vegas stopped, looked at the painting. Not bad for an ex–Voted In, she thought with a weak smile.

      “We’re looking for the statue workers,” said Alice.

      “What did you say?” yelled Baby.

      “Statue workers?” shouted Alice.

      “Yes, there are plenty more pictures,” said Baby.

      “Not pictures—statue workers,” boomed Alice.

      Vegas, rotating Baby’s picture for a better angle, said nothing.

      The band finished with a robust drumroll and a round of applause. Vegas, sliding the painting back to Baby, cheered with the rest.

      A sweeper robot appeared, sporting one of Pete’s best-selling aprons and blood red lipstick.

      She stopped, her broom inches from Vegas’s feet. “You could try the road workers,” said the robot.

      “You trying to be funny?” snapped Alice.

      “I heard three joined last week . . . to help with the floating platforms.”

      Vegas said nothing.

      Mass production of “Hilda’s” floating platforms had been a joint decision, agreed to by all but Vegas. It was considered a cheaper, quicker way to sort out the whole potholes-in-the-road situation.

      She had her doubts; she still had memories of Hilda on her platform.

      The band began a new song.

      “It’s a subdivision,” said the robot with a “don’t you know anything?” face.

      Vegas looked at Alice. “Subdivision?”

      “A division within a division,” said Alice she turned to the robot sweeper. “Where?”

      “The emporium,” the robot said, gesturing with a painted fingernail. “It’s full of ’em.”

      “I wouldn’t go in there,” said Baby. “That place is heaving with flying platforms, and those things are silent. You have no idea one is behind until wham—out for the count.”

      The robot nodded. “Those workers have as much idea of driving as your team has of roads.”

      Vegas and Alice headed over to the emporium. Neither had been inside since it had changed to a training center.

      They stopped at the front; it still looked like a store, except the doors were shut.

      They wandered about, knocking, and when no one answered, they walked in.

      The lobby was massive, with a high Victorian ceiling and one of the room with a view’s chandeliers in the middle. It was empty apart from a large circular fountain-type stand in the middle—covered, like the walls and floor, with scuff marks and dents.

      A floating platform zoomed by Vegas’s head.

      She ducked.

      Alice chuckled, until she was clipped by another and cluttered to the ground.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Three statue workers were assigned to the Legless project.

      It hadn’t taken much convincing.

      Flying platform building was as basic as tying a shoelace. Getting their teeth into something more complex had them as excited as a bride on her wedding day—until they saw the plans.

      A scrap of paper with a thumbnail sketch of a figurine. An afternoon’s work: hardly inspiring.

      “For months we’ve been in this friggin’ place,” snapped the ambitious statue worker.

      “I thought it was weeks,” said the statue worker many called Dozy.

      “Assembling on a conveyor belt.”

      “More design,” muttered Dozy.

      “Way beneath our artistic talents.”

      “We did install a brake system that doesn’t propel the driver across the room,” said the third statue worker.

      “Ignored like a traffic sign, and now they want us to build a pickling figurine as big as a salt and pepper shaker,” said the ambitious statue worker.

      “Bit bigger than a condiment set,” muttered Dozy.

      “It’s an insult.”

      “We’re not even allowed to test-run,” said Dozy.

      The other two looked at her. “That’s just you,” said the ambitious statue worker.

      “Oh.”

      “Let’s show ’em what we’re made of,” said the ambitious statue worker.

      Dozy, still staring at the plans, nodded.

      While the third statue worker, infatuated with the ambitious statue worker, agreed with all her mind, body, and soul.

      She, mulling over her morning caffeine, quickly drew up a design fit for a king, queen, and war hero combined, as large as Myanmar’s Buddhas and as dominating as Mongolia’s Genghis Khan statue.

      With more recycling material than a McDonald’s bin, they set to hiding their work behind a tent.

      Hilda, standing by her vibrator stall nearby, was the first to notice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            VIBRATORS

          

          “Resolving the seeds of discontent is not an easy thing, even for a seasoned leader.”—Beryl

        

      

    

    
      For a month she watched, shivering in her so-called sheltered booth, wondering, What the pickle is going on behind that tent?

      When Hilda first took over the vibrator stall, she embraced it like a religious convert. She wanted to share her happiness and threw herself into the trading of it.

      She sold sleek ones, miniature ones, disposable ones, musical ones, some that vibrated the national anthem, flexible ones, stiff ones, ones that “did the works,” budget ones that “did bugger-all,” pretty ones, fast ones, slow ones, some with gears.

      She even threw a vibrator event—upright vibrators “doing their thing” across the counter like a horse race—until someone complained.

      She ran end-of-the-range sales, price-match deals, buy-one-get-one-free days. She made gift vouchers out of scented recycled paper and even had a secondhand sale—a bit off-putting, despite the “ten-ply soft-as-silk” wet wipes giveaway.

      She did have her regular customers—and her incognito deals: women who wanted to remain nameless, who met in the dark, behind the unnamed covered-up statue in the Courtyard of Greatness.

      And despite Hilda’s “I’ll not tell a soul,” they still ignored her in public.

      For every customer who enthused over her selection of lubricants, another walked by with a sniff; for every “that was marvelous, let me buy you a caffeine” customer was another who wanted a refund.

      Some claimed they were “too noisy,” others “not for me,” while some even tried to barter her down, ruthlessly—like she was a nobody.

      The orgasm
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