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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It was Bette who decided to assign a woman to Manifesto the Great.

      

        

      
        Somehow, sending him to the gym “didn’t seem cricket,” she said.

      

        

      
        The others thought she was mad.

        They had no idea what cricket was.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            THE FOOTMAN’S OUTFIT

          

          “A man’s underwear is not something you should have to face first thing in the morning.”—Bette the Cleaner

        

      

    

    
      1945 Earth time

      The day the city women took over the city was a day many tried to forget.

      The city women went mad, rampaging like demented football fans—like wild dogs.

      They raged in the streets, spilling into the lobby of the Building of Opulence, stopping at Hubby’s statue. Realizing the pulling down of a statue was probably not a good idea, the women threw dusters instead, and when that felt good—underwear.

      “Here, take that,” yelled one.

      “Yeah!” yelled another.

      Until a woman, age undetectable, produced a spray can. Soon they were defacing on par with Fanny’s “procreation graffiti.”

      Years of crap sex built up into the sort of crazed drawing of appendages that would have even a porn star blushing. Using every inflammatory word they could think of, they continued until the sun went down and James the Strong’s massive thighs flashed onto the wall.

      They stopped with breathless “where did that come from” looks; then, realizing it was merely a Hologram, they continued with their spray-painting.

      The cleaners who had stormed the room with a view moved through the corridors, finally making their way to the footman’s locker room.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      They were heard before seen.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      The oaf of a footman charged into the locker room. “

      They’ve got him,” he shouted.

      The footmen, mid changing, stopped.

      “Who?” said one with a toss of his uniform.

      “Manifesto the Great,” said the oaf of a footman.

      “Shit,” said another.

      “We’re done for,” screeched a voice from the shower.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “He told us to save ourselves,” said the oaf of a footman. “‘Head for the outlands⁠1,’ he said, ‘and don’t look back.’”

      “A legend,” muttered one.

      “A hero,” sighed another.

      The men emptied the locker room quicker than a bomb scare. So terrified were they, they took nothing, some were still in their underpants . . .

      By the time the women entered, there was nothing. Just the odd shoe, the lockers ajar and the lingering aroma of something mannish: liniment, aftershave, with a hint of shoe polish.

      The smell sent the women crazy.

      They stripped the lockers, tossing silk pants and jackets into the air.

      “Here, kitty kitty!” they jeered, laughing like crazy as shirts and trousers fluttered about them.

      A middle-aged woman ripped off her apron, her shirt, and finally her bra.

      The others stopped, silent, as the bra plopped to the ground like a pair of elephant ears.

      She slid on a silk shirt with an “oooooh,” stepped into a pair of trousers, and, with a wiggle, pulled the zip.

      “Does my bum look big in this?” She glanced at a mirror.

      The women were ecstatic; silk was as new to them as a man’s groin. For years they had frumped around in aprons and itchy, floppy skirts, scrubbing things that required breath-holding.

      The silk smelt of aftershave, the trousers of something unfamiliar; inhaling was as pleasant as a decent cup of tea.

      Soon they were strutting about, an easy thing to do in tight silky trousers.

      “This is way better than an apron,” said one.

      “I feel like royalty,” said another.

      “A new look,” yelled another.

      Apart, that is, from Beryl.

      She appeared mid locker upturning and yelled, “What the hell is going on here!”

      The women stopped, saw it was some upstart twenty something minus an apron, and carried on.

      “Leave ’em,” said Bette, appearing beside her. “Years of picking up after the bigwigs can do that to a girl,” she said.

      “Bigwigs?” said Beryl.

      “Yes,” said Bette, eyeing up a costume herself. “That’s what we called the Readers. These girls did all their dirty work, and I mean dirty work—these men didn’t lift a finger when it came to cleaning.”

      She looked at Beryl.

      “And a man’s underwear is not something you should have to face first thing in the morning.”

      Beryl pulled a face.

      She watched as five bigwig cleaners pulled on the footmen’s outfits, slid on their wigs, and charged to the back alley, yelling, “Burn—burn!”

      They piled their aprons about the garbage bins and, squealing like banshees, set the pile alight.

      “Burn, burn!”

      They taunted as mechanical rats, squealing at the top of their lungs, raced from the bins.

      The women stamped on them, reveling in their power.

      “We wear the pants now,” yelled one.

      “Yeah, take that!” stamped another as Bette, sporting Manifesto the Great’s footman’s extra-tight trousers, cheered them on.

      Beryl said nothing. She had no apron and drew the line at a footman’s wig.

      But she had her own beehive hair, and she wasn’t giving that up for anything . . .

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Within weeks, the “bigwig” cleaners had taken over the room with a view like they took over the men.

      Most of the men had been led away, stripped of their white coats, their prestige, their status, their precious caffeine. Only a few were held back to teach . . . including Jack and John.

      It was all part of Bette’s “transitory theory.”

      “If you can teach my girls, I will make it worth your while,” she said. Like they had a choice.

      Bette was at the helm, and she ruled like an overzealous born-again.

      Bette, a woman whose apron betrayed her intelligence, had taken command, and with a swift tossing of her broom, she pranced about the room with a view, preaching like Billy Graham, not that anyone on Planet Hy Man knew who he was . . . yet.

      Being a leader had really gone to her head.

      Her first “there is more to a cleaner than disinfectant” speech went on all morning; it was longer than a Netflix serial.

      “I learned many things in the shed,” said Bette, “and if I can tell my egg from my spatula, so can anyone,” putting a few off their morning caffeine.

      “We are all pupils in life, just as we are all teachers,” she said.

      Some believed her, some had no idea what she was talking about, but all followed.

      Bette was just so damn scary.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 a bit like the Australian outback, but with out kangaroos.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            MEETING MEX

          

          “After all, someone had to get their hands dirty, and it wasn’t going to be her cleaners.”—Bette

        

      

    

    
      Every woman in the city wanted to egg pop⁠1. It was considered a cushy job, the easiest on the planet; in fact, many saw it as a holiday.

      It required lounging about in a room with a skylight, a mirror with a remote, and hemp on tap. One spliff, one pot of hemp tea, and a woman, glaze-eyed and chilled, laughed her way through the whole removal of her eggs. Then, as high as a nineties raver, she’d stagger into the free-of-charge, on-the-house transporter to sleep it off at home.

      At first, any egg would do—until one morning, pondering by her window, Bette spied a crowd of market stall owners jostling at the entrance.

      We have flooded this place with stall owners, she thought and decided genes was the only way to go.

      “We need to file the eggs,” she said to the committee.

      “What, in a drawer?” said Bigwig One.

      Bette looked at her like she was an imbecile.

      “I mean store them according to whom they came from: warrior, organizer, teacher, layabout.”

      “Like in a filing cabinet?”

      Bette threw her another look.

      “And maybe give the market stall owners a rest for a while.”

      “But they are the cheapest. Apart from the layabouts, one spliff and they’re out like a light,” said the voice from the back.

      The others nodded.

      “Yes, well, we could probably give the layabouts a miss altogether,” said Bette. “Walking down the street requires a full purse, and by the time I get to the market, I’ve bugger-all to spend and a sea of pissed-off stall owners staring at me.”

      She stopped; the committee looked at her.

      “You walk down the street?”

      “What do you think I do, fly?”

      “But you’re the leader.”

      Bette looked at them with a “so?”

      “We always send out . . .” muttered the voice from the back, avoiding her dark look.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Beryl loved the gene theory, and while the others were trying to grasp why a leader would want to walk down a street full of minions, Beryl had planned a leaflet. After all, it was merely a reworking of Manifesto the Great’s ideas.

      “It’s all in the labelling,” she said, passing around the leaflet at the next committee meeting.

      The women, with an unimpressed sniff, eyed each other.

      Beryl was such a smart-arse.

      As she spoke of her plans to not only catalog the fertilized eggs but control the whole upbringing of a baby, the bigwigs, staring at her blonde beehive piled high like an ice cream sundae, argued.

      Bette, saying nothing, flicked through the leaflet.

      “I see you have other plans.”

      “Well yes, education on many levels.”

      “We have nans for that,” jumped in Bigwig One.

      “What the galaxy does a nan know?” said Beryl.

      “More than that speakeasy mother of yours,” snapped another.

      Beryl stiffened. “Leave my mother out of this.”

      Bette slid the leaflet across the table. “Let’s start with the nurturing, see how you get on with that.”

      Beryl huffed.

      She was more than a nurturer, she was a planner, an order-giver, designed to lead and boss, not take orders from ex-mop welders who didn’t know their arse from their eggs.

      She snatched back her leaflets, shuffled them into a pocket, and marched to the door, her beehive wobbling with each step.

      The women stared at the slammed door as she left. Normally they’d make fun of her hair, but this time they were silent.

      “You’ll regret that,” said the posh bigwig. “That woman will not be satisfied running the nurturing rooms.”

      “And she’ll drive the white coats right off their trolleys.”

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Beryl marched into the nursery like she owned the place. She passed the egg popping station, where not that long ago she’d hidden and watched; now she was to supervise.

      How did it happen? How did she end up working for a mouthy cleaner and five idiots laughingly calling themselves a committee? Who knew as much about test tubes as, well . . . the eggs in the Petri dish?

      The room was silent; you could hear a fish gulp.

      She breathed in the smell of baby talc, caught sight of the only baby awake eyeballing the solitary fish in the aquarium.

      Beryl’s stern face loomed into view of the pale-faced baby, blocking out her view of the fish.

      The baby blinked.

      Beryl stretched to touch. “You’re the first,” she whispered, “but not the last.”

      The baby grabbed her finger and clung to the warm flesh. Beryl almost smiled, until she saw the name tag around her wrist.

      Casandra Winthrop—that’s a mouthful.

      She slid the name tag off . . .

      “We’ll call you Mex,” she murmured. “It’s short and to the point, just like your nose.”

      Two women sporting white coats appeared at the door.

      They stared at the crumbled name tag.

      They had as much time for Beryl as she did them.

      She was not a cleaner, but a woman who used to work for “that ex-leader’s mob.”

      “Are you trying to be funny?” said the taller white coat.

      “She’s the first of a few,” said Beryl. “And she needs a name that is something special.”

      “Pfff—a name like a blender,” said the tall one.

      “Mex is new, crisp, and easy to spell,” said Beryl.

      “And blends at five different speeds,” said the tall one.

      The short one smirked.

      “Yes, well, when she goes down in the great records of history,” said Beryl, “no one will be spelling her name wrong.”

      “It’s a baby,” said the tall one. “Her future is as blank as a man’s appendage.”

      The short one continued to smirk.

      “Very funny. It must be absolutely fabulous to have both brains and wit,” said Beryl.

      “We do our best,” said the tall one. “Why not crack a joke along with a code?”

      Beryl let out one of her “who’s in charge” sighs, which went completely over their heads, then looked at Mex.

      She had the genes to be great.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Egg Popping: an accepted profession. Eggs (also known as valuable real-estate) from a successful woman can earn her a tidy commission.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            PLANET HY MAN’S NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC

          

          “Manifesto the Great had a heart as big as his appetite and a memory as short as his height. He forgot everything . . . including where he put his underpants.”—Beryl

        

      

    

    
      When Bette heard of the name tag destruction, she was livid—who did Beryl think she was?

      Beryl was taken to task, which sent her into an intense huffing that could only be done in the dark room where the ex-leader now stayed.

      Many women wanted to send him to the Art Centre “along with the other men,” but Bette chose to keep him close.

      “We need to separate the leader from his subjects,” she argued, holding him up in Fanny’s old basement along with the “open on command” file cabinets.

      It took him a while to stop saying “open”—not an easy thing to do when imprisoned with bugger-all to do.

      Beryl stomped into “the dungeon,” as the ex-leader liked to call it.

      “Don’t talk to me of name tags,” she snapped.

      Silence . . .

      She flicked on the light with the impatience of a parent who had spent the last hour looking for her child.

      She stared into the half-light of the lamp and sighed. Manifesto the Great’s ability to react was on par with a statue.

      “I mean who do they think they’re talking to?” she said. “Even my hair bow knows more than those pickling cleaners.”

      “A leader never destroys,” he said from a dark corner, “she delegates destruction.”

      Beryl peered at the silhouette of the ex-leader.

      “Have you lost weight?”

      “Then,” said the ex-leader, “she tells the destroyer what they did wrong.”

      “You do look smaller,” said Beryl.

      She stared at the ex-leader’s knee high shadow.

      Was he writing?

      “If you want to take charge, then forget the name tags and find a comrade,” he said.

      “You sound like the Librarian,” said Beryl, grasping at another lamp.

      The ex-leader shouted “open” with a fluster.

      She heard a shuffle, fumbled for the switch.

      “What are you up to?” she said.

      “Nothing?” he said.

      “You sound busy,” she said.

      “Not really just . . . you know . . .”

      He rustled.

      Beryl flicked on another lamp.

      Manifesto the Great, caught like a cat burglar, looked up.

      Beryl stared at the book he was clutching suspended over an open drawer.

      It was the size of a suitcase—albeit a small one.

      He made to slide the book into the drawer like it wasn’t there.

      He clattered.

      The drawer was way too small.

      “Here, let me,” said Beryl

      “I’ve got it,” snapped the ex-leader, trying another drawer.

      He pushed the drawer shut.

      It sprang open.

      Beryl stared at the title: Planet Hy Man’s National Geographic.

      “First edition,” he muttered.

      “Where did you get it from?” she snapped.

      “I have my contacts,” he huffed.

      “As if,” said Beryl.

      “Apparently our history is in need of an update.”

      She looked at him. “But you can’t remember what you’ve had for breakfast.”

      He glared at her. “I can too.”

      She flicked a few pages.

      “It’s all coming back.” He grabbed the book.

      Beryl eyed him with a really? look.

      “Yes,” he snapped, attempting another futile drawer closing.

      He huffed.

      Manifesto the Great, now on a meatless diet, was like a recovering alcoholic struggling with his past—wasted years high on meat and cocktails.

      It was not a pleasant experience.

      His memory had bounced back to bite him like the proverbial terrier, and he had come to the strong conclusion that he was indeed a “tosser.”

      A tosser who well didn’t want to be remembered as one. Who didn’t want to think the downfall of men was his fault.

      He spent hours editing earlier publications . . . trying to feel better. And when that didn’t work, he decided to teach future generations the real truth of men.

      Beryl flicked through the pages. “History is written by the victors,” she said.

      He shrugged, then looked at his reflection in the blacked-out window. All those years . . . what a tosser.

      Beryl waited until Manifesto the Great fell asleep, then eased the drawer open and stared at the book . . .

      
        
        Manifesto the Great, or “just call me great,” was a man who ruled without favor.

      

      

      What? thought Beryl. He was a man who didn’t listen. When she wrote him a memo, he hurled it at the fireplace. She turned a page.

      
        
        Fairness was his middle name . . .

      

      

      More like arsehole, thought Beryl.

      
        
        Women with power were not to be trusted, but squashed, defrocked, or at least put behind a hoover.

      

      

      Credit is fluid, Beryl told herself and, with the rub of an eraser, changed “women” to “men”—and, with the flick of a pen, a “Jack” to “Jacklyn.”

      She smiled.

      That’s better. Didn’t the masses deserve the real thing?

      She made a few changes.

      She made a few more.

      She turned a page . . . laughed, rewrote more, then really went to town . . .

      Before she knew it, it was dawn, her hand was sore, and Manifesto the Great was snoring like a walrus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            THE COFFEE MORNING

          

          “It was voting, but not as we know it.”—Voted In (formerly known as a cleaner of public places)

        

      

    

    
      Bette talked of Earth’s democracy—a word not many knew of, let alone how to spell.

      It was something she had heard of in the institute, and using it made her sound like she knew what she was doing.

      “What would a human know?” said a blonde bigwig cleaner. “From what I see, half of them are starving and the other half are singing in movies, calling the world a “grand place.”

      No one listened.

      Bette was talking, and she had a way of “holding a room” with a look you didn’t cross, despite a footman’s wig perched on her head like a tea cozy.

      “They have coffee mornings,” said Bette. “And voting.”

      “Yes, I have heard of that too,” said the posh bigwig.

      “Didn’t Fanny have that sort of tea thing?” said the blond bigwig.

      Bette threw her a glare. “We need to include all cleaners.”

      “Even the outland cleaners?”

      “Democracy is not something you do half-arsed, it’s an all-or-nothing thing,” said Bette.

      “Yes, but the scrubbers?”

      “There was a time when you were called that,” snapped Bette. She strode about the room with a militant march.

      “How about a tea party?” said a voice from the back.

      “For the scrubbers?” said the blond bigwig.

      “Will you stop calling them that?” said Bette.

      “Or a caffeine morning,” said the posh bigwig. “I could make some biscuits.”

      “They will run riot. One whiff of that stuff and they’ll go crazy.”

      “Like you lot?” said Bette.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Within a week, a caffeine morning under the “pick a cleaner with a biscuit” campaign was organized.

      “Let’s meet, discuss, and delegate,” she said.

      The outback cleaners had no idea what she was on about. The only thing they knew was that Bette’s glare was best avoided at all costs.

      The meeting was held in the canteen of the Building of Opulence: a building designed to intimidate the ordinary. It was an exclusive place that only a certain class of cleaner cleaned—way above the scrubbers of marketplaces and public toilets.

      The cleaners of the outback, unsure of what to do, stopped at the Building of Opulence.

      “Come in, Come in” boomed a voice from a speaker.

      They trailed through the lobby, stopping at the canteen entrance. They had heard rumors of huge rooms in coordinated colors, plush floors that took all day to polish, and statues so large you could climb to the top and see the outlands, but nothing prepared them for what they saw.

      They gasped at the graphic phallic graffiti plastered across the wall and the statue of “hubby” covered in knickers and bras with a threadbare duster suspended from his appendage—left there as a reminder of the great takeover of men.

      “Well, really,” muttered one.

      “And they’re the bigwigs,” muttered the market cleaner.

      “Shhhh, they’ll hear,” hissed another.

      “Move along,” the voice boomed again.

      They entered the sleek canteen of the “bigwig” cleaners.

      They stared at the shiny tiled floor and silver benches, inhaled the smell of crisp biscuits and luxury caffeine, and looked at each other—some with an “I never realized how shit my life was” glare.

      “So this is how the other half clean,” muttered the market cleaner.

      She looked at her hands.

      She had more calluses than the feet of a barefoot trapeze artist. They were as rough as a cat’s tongue, so rough she could sandpaper with them. In fact, sometimes she did.

      “Bet you these cleaners have hands as smooth as hemp butter,” she muttered and was about to say more when Bette appeared by the tea urn, silencing the room.

      They stopped, their cups poised at their lips.

      They had heard she had the face of a charging solder, the prowl of a hungry lion, and the caustic wit of an Earth comedian, taking no prisoners when it came to heckling, but no one told them she had taken to wearing a footman’s outfit.

      They stared at her tight silk trousers, ruffled sleeves, and powdered wig and wondered, What is she thinking?

      “Dunk all you like, comrades,” she yelled with a stride.

      She made “comrades” sound like an insult and dunking like an illegal act, even though she genuinely wanted the women to dip and dunk.

      Bette talked of revolution, equality, and better cleaning equipment.

      She eyed her brood, their biscuits untouched.

      “Tuck in, there’s way more biscuits and pots of caffeine.”

      “Yeah, but what’s the catch?” snapped the market cleaner.

      The room was silent. Every eye was on the mouthy market cleaner; keeping her tongue still was like trying to stop a shaken champagne bottle from spraying.

      “There is no catch,” said Bette.

      “Pfff,” huffed the market cleaner. She turned a pale biscuit in her hand.

      “Except, well . . .”

      “I knew it.” She tossed her biscuit back on the plate. “Let’s go, girls.”

      “Let’s not be hasty,” said another; the waft of a warm biscuit was getting to her. “I mean at least hear what she has to say.”

      A few nodded, some with a tentative lift of a biscuit.

      They dunked . . .

      “Hmmm,” said one.

      “Arrrgh,” said another.

      “There’s plenty more,” said Bette.

      “Ohhhh, yes please.”

      “Don’t be bought with biscuits,” said the market cleaner.

      “Just try one,” said her pal with a crisp bite.

      “I want representation,” said Bette. “A chosen one.”

      The cleaners, their biscuits poised, stopped.

      Chosen? For what?

      “One from each sector.”

      They gulped. No number of gingersnaps could make working with that woman bearable.

      “Told you,” said the market cleaner.

      Bette swiveled to face the market cleaner. “How about you for starters?”

      The market cleaner eyed the fine spray of white wig powder on her shoulders. “If it means wearing that, then no thank you.”

      The women gasped . . .

      Bette, taken aback, stuttered, “This? What’s wrong with it? Don’t you like it?”

      “You look like a twat,” she said.

      Bette’s face went blank. She had no idea
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