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I can’t move ...

Her eyes, wide, prised wide, frantically negotiate the blank white tableau.

‘She’s up.’

‘She’s awake.’

‘All functioning ...’

The blinding mundanity of the impenetrable blankness before her makes other senses rise to prominence. She can hear talking; technical words, words she does not know. She can hear beeps and hums: machinery, computers. The voices sound like doctors; and she can tell, by some other sense, internal but qualified, she is lying down; and the tableau, that bastard anonymous vista, unfocussed, bright, stinging, too bright: that is the ceiling.

Was I in an accident?

The emergence of this concept sends a spillage of fear down her back, like broken water dashed onto polished floor. A kind of wash-back draws the colour from her skin as her heart pounds wildly.

‘Heart rate up.’

‘Normal revisiting shock.’

‘Monitor!’

The voices know her body before she does. She chases her heart rate with sharp breaths. In this confusion her body feels lifeless. There’s no thrashing, no frantic clawing, no grasping for life; she is hollowed; a broken vessel. She cannot move! The voices clatter, not alarmed but active. A hiss from the left instils a tide of calm, washing over her and drawing back, but calm, leaving calm, softness ...

Calm.

‘Heart rate normal.’

The white tableau screams blankness, emptiness. She thinks back to those vagrant hours prior to this moment. How did she get here? She remembers no accident. She was out with friends. Yes, last night she went out ...

* * *
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GIGGLES STUMBLE OVER video-screen flooring. A flowing animation spreads from their tangled feet, pooling outwards and sweeping beneath dozens of pairs of other people’s footsteps, deceiving the eye into making these everyday shoppers look like they are rocketing sideways through space. So used to such electronic light displays, these arbiters of product acquisition sway not from their determined paths, ploughing begrudgingly from work, from the drudgery of shopping. They are like you and me; unstylish but high-street fashionable by proxy; not through choice but from the deliberate rationing of genuine choice, and the obsolescent, unlasting nature of last year’s purchases. The young, they lap this shit up, sure. They are convinced of their stylishness through the confirmation of similarly-dressed personality-less entities psychically projected on every available advertising surface.

Melita clings onto J-sync’s neck. In their youthful giddiness, they are seemingly unable to negotiate a level surface, staggering over the now rapid digital floor animation, which turns into a giant pixelated shark that swims from great depths, soaring towards their waning legs and snapping aggressively just out of reach as their posteriors go to meet it in a sudden kiss. The two girls spill onto the polished ground.

Surrounded by a walking forest of legs, one pair stops next to them, thin and hairless, clothed up to the knees in ghastly P.V.C. and naked down from the lower buttocks where minuscule hot pants encroach not upon the thighs. The legs parted in an obscenely confident gesture, their owner stands akimbo, a tail of plaited magenta hair trailing to the floor.

‘Get up! You’re acting like babies.’ Her words sound robotic due to her recent vocal piercing.

Melita and J-sync share the mirthful expression of reprimand and burst into laughter, again collapsing to the floor.

‘You’ve only had one drink.’ The legs, belonging to Kendred, assimilate with the mobile forest of shoppers’ legs as she keenly makes distance between her and her friends. ‘Serious embarrassment! I won’t ask you out again!’

Melita and J-sync watch those petite buttocks mince away, appearing cross, embittered at eye level. A quick shared side-glance confirms the severity the two girls feel and they stumble to standing level and follow their friend, offering their apologies. They hang back a little from those furious buttocks, finding it too exhausting to fully catch up.

‘Soz, Ken.’ Melita’s voice calls after her friend, sounding low in intelligence in its sincerity. She tilts her head up to peer under the rim of her grey army helmet, which conceals her gloss-rich eyes beneath a band of shadow. Her turquoise lips, plump and wanting, naturally reach out as she holds them parted, poised with the slackness of genuine concern. Her black hair, sleek and glossy, falls frantically down the shoulders of her military jacket, looking more sculptural than its usual wire due to a liberal use of waxy hair products; a pleasing technique that tames those vagrant strands to a seemingly intentional effect akin to a genuine salon style – and in life, that’s all that really matters: making it look intentional.

The furtive glance she sends is shared and returned by J-sync. Those voids of blackness of her friend send an alarm to Melita, which Melita also feels.

‘Do you think she’s really mad?’

The fearful expression of J-sync is actually becoming, an endearing, lostful look over her cute, round face. The eternity of her eyes is shared by the blackness of her straight hair; a natural colour and natural style which persists due to the intense pressures from family and friends for J-sync to refrain from any fashionable chemical treatment (thus she is stung perpetually by the humiliation of having natural beauty, being perpetually out of step with contemporary trends). She shrugs and turns that gaze to Kendred, whose furious pace is increasing the space between her and them every moment, and without conscious command allows an utterance to break forth after her:

‘Sorry, Kendred. We were only joking around!’

Kendred halts, tensing her spindly form, the meaning of which is concealed under the anonymity of the back of her lime green army cap. That lengthy plait of magenta, trailing down from under the cap, quivers from the impromptu arrest before swaying tenderly against the surface of the floor with feline contentment. She turns sharply, sending her plait whipping past the shoppers’ morose heads in an arc of colour, flicking noses with a soft brush tip. With a broad smile she reaches out to her two friends, fingers pointed in desperate craving. Her reach is satisfied as Melita and J-sync take one hand each, eagerly grateful for the friendship implied. The two girls link arms with Kendred, one each side, and they take off into a linked run, racing through the spaces between bored shoppers, inciting irritation and scorn from all who hear their scream: Wooooooooooooooh!
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BARBECUING MEATS SPIT burnt aromas across claustrophobic air, competing with vapours of other kinds; of various narcotics smoked liberally by more dreary shopping mall consumers. The generic reggae music that greets them is compromised by the other music from nearby and far off places, penetrating the mistiness that lethargically lingers under the prosaic fluorescent lighting of the food court. The hall is tall and wide, the brightness of the space dimmed under the cloud of fog. Food stalls run along, built-into each wall, surrounding the dining area of perfectly aligned tables and benches bolted safely to the floor. Being early, there are plenty of available seats, and those taken are mostly occupied by young adults or by teenagers delaying their inevitable journeys home.

The L.E.D. Lighting fades from scarlet to turquoise, passing purple briefly and adding just the faintest tint to the head-high smog. Kids loiter along the balcony overhead, watching the smoky tableau with learning eagerness, longing for the days to arrive when they are old enough to buy their own drugs. Melita cannot help her hazelnut eyes revert to those elevated levels, the lights and colours and shops glimpsed from narrow angles. She sits oppose J-sync on a table surrounded by vacant neighbouring tables. Her friend has her insane eyes locked, her smile locked, turned only to Melita. The roundness of her head is amplified by the excitement she contains. Melita turns her gaze away from the tempting fragments of the balcony shops, and her eyes meet J-sync’s. She recoils with embarrassment.

‘What?’ She’s annoyed at J-sync; for her naivety and lack of cool.

‘We’re getting cannabis resin oil!’

Melita nods. J-sync is such a loser sometimes. People say she’s pretty, but Melita thinks her mouth is too big and it is probably that straight, glossy hair of hers that everyone really likes. She has nice hair but so what? It’s what’s inside that counts. J-sync is just too nerdy; she lacks street cool. She’s not like Melita; Melita know what it’s like living in the poor parts of London, way out in zone 7.

The absolutely insane grin perpetuating on J-sync’s head gently corrodes Melita’s hold of embarrassment and she finds herself giggling stupidly before she’s even aware of her giddying sensibilities. They both giggle until the look from an elderly man two tables away causes them to return icy indignance. The man looks away embarrassed and they break into hearty laughter to embarrass him further.

‘Perve!’

Kendred arrives clutching three steaming drinks in a fashion Melita decides to practise later. She sets the drinks down and steps over the bench, sitting beside J-sync.

‘Three caudles with cannabis oil. This shit hits you in an instant.’ Kendred’s words chime with electronic chemistry, each syllable accompanied with its own note. She points to the deep, herby green oil churning subtly inside the paper cups. ‘You need to stir this shit in, then best to drink it fast. Careful: they’re hot.’

Melita ignores the motherly warning, feeling numb almost by the grassy aroma alone. She tries to seem nonchalant but her heart pounds and she cannot help, like J-sync, watching with anticipation as Kendred furiously stirs her drink with a wooden stirrer and takes a generous swig. She droops a little across the table, exhaling purple fumes, visibly and mentally nulled. ‘This is da sheeeeeeeet!’ The word shit is electronically extended, willingly, with an artificial, scratchy tone. Melita is so jealous of her vocal piercing.

Melita and J-sync take their own gulps and soon all three are giggling, clouded in a lingering purple fume, talking incessant crap and lolling lazily. Melita feels a euphoria spread throughout her. Nothing matters to her right now and her thoughts feel hazy but lucid. Fanciful ideas come to her now and she explains to the others how she wants to climb up to the balconies to see the shops up there, the so so special shops, the amazing shops, really special floating shops, high shops, up there shops ...

J-sync looks up at the where Melita is gazing at.

‘That’s the old people’s shoe shop!’ she says.

All three laugh insanely for at least five minutes.

‘Have you girls got any I.D.?’ A security guard stands beside them now, a middle-aged man, portly and padded with equipment and stab vest.

‘She’s eighteen!’ J-sync, overeager as ever, gestures enthusiastically to Kendred, before shrinking meekly to table level, grinning stupidly. Kendred limply holds out her hand, her fingers tipped with almond-shaped nails, each displaying meticulous videos of the universe, playing an imperceptibly slow animation.

‘I’ll take an iris scan, if you don’t mind.’

Kendred does mind, and she shows it, but complies nevertheless. The security guard scans her eye with his mobile device and reads her identification, confirming her age. ‘And you bought these drinks?’

‘We know the law.’ Kendred’s attitude is sweetly insolent. ‘These girls are underage so, yes, I bought them.’

‘You two are ... seventeen?’

‘Nearly eighteen,’ J-sync announces merrily.

‘You know, you shouldn’t be drinking that stuff.’ The security guard has a kind face, chubby with a thick, unstylish moustache. He shakes his head, looking like he is about to cry.

‘O.K., dad!’ Kendred waves the man away.

‘Yeah! We’re not breaking any laws!’ says Melita, feeling compelled to suddenly share her thoughts on the matter. It has possibly never been illegal in the U.K. for children under eighteen to consume legal recreational drugs. It has merely been illegal for them to buy those drugs. Having worked out this apparent legal loophole (which never was a loophole) kids have increasingly become more brazen with their drug taking, especially since actual illegal drug taking activities virtually always go unpunished anyway. ‘We have every right to do drugs and you can’t harass us, O.K.?’ Even when demanding like this, her demeanour is careful and rather polite.

‘I wasn’t harassing you. I was giving you some friendly advice. You don’t need that shit.’

‘Ooh, swearing in front of us!’ Kendred’s mock outrage sees her almost faint from the use of a swear word. ‘I’ll report this to your superior.’

‘No, you won’t.’

‘Try me!’ Her vocal piercing tunes to a deep growl.

The security guard’s sigh is laced with disappointment. ‘Well, you girls do what you want. I’ll check with the vendor whether it was you who bought them.’ He leaves.

‘Of course it was me!’ Kendred yells at his back as he walks away, drawing attention people seated nearby. She turns to her friends. ‘How would you be able to buy them?’

J-sync doesn’t notice, grinning stupidly as usual, but Melita does not take kindly to the insult underhandedly given. To Kendred it is like being born a few months earlier makes her infinitely superior. Those few months do not bring intelligence or style, merely the ability to buy drugs. So what?

Melita watches the diminishing and diminished spectre of the security guard as he meanders clumsily between tables. ‘I guess he was only giving advice ...’

‘We didn’t ask for his advice.’ J-sync gestures uncharacteristically a hip hop-style gesture. They all fall down laughing uncontrollably, sprawling over the floor like infants.

†
[image: ]


‘I WANT TO CHECK I’M still top of the scoreboard.’ Kendred leads the way past dormant shop window displays: electronic items of every ilk displayed like the works of art they are on sleek white plinths under gentle spotlights. ‘Unless they’ve reset the game again. Serious extortion. Just want people to pay more money to get to the top again.’

And by ‘people’ she is really referring to herself and her video game rivals.

Melita and J-sync stroll coolly behind, displaying their street wisdom and attitude to the non-existent spectators they imagine give a shit as they walk these empty avenues. There is a depressing hollowness to the shopping centre this late in the day. As the main section is closed up there is a distinct unsatisfactory sensation like all fun has ended. Melita is as keen as Kendred to get to the arcades whose lights and melodies remain open until very late, much after the rest of the shopping centre has retired for the night.

A sudden rush of bodies submerge Melita and J-sync, flow around them, and swiftly pass by to crowd around Kendred. They hug her in one large group, bouncing up and down for maximum attention seeking; and, unlike Melita and J-sync, actually receive attention – attention from Melita and J-sync, who watch jealously while the members of the gang exchange rapid pleasantries and individual hugs. Of course, so wrapped up are they in the raptures of self-affirmation, Melita and J-sync are entirely ignored.

‘There’s Forreal.’ J-sync nudges Melita. ‘He’s looking hot!’

‘... Yes.’

Forreal stands slightly apart from the others, sexily shy and reserved. He smiles at the foolishness of his friends, watching intently to display his minimum-effort sociability. His codpiece is black leather which he wears low, displaying frantic curls of bright cyan-coloured pubic hair. The rest of his clothing is smart and lush: a clean hooded top and slim-fit jeans tucked into embossed leather cowboy boots. Melita cannot help blush as she looks upon his smooth presence, his dark hair cropped close at the sides, smoothed flat and greasy to his head with hair cream. She frowns to J-sync, suddenly registering her words.

‘Hey! You know I like him!’

‘Yeah, well ...’ J-sync pulls her ribbed tunic down, stretching it tight over pimple-like nipples which threaten to burst through the tautened, flimsy fabric. ‘He’s too fine. I got to give it a shot.’

As J-sync moves forward, eyes fixed on this recently-become-a-man, displaying that most endearing smile of hers, Melita is left accompanied only by self doubt. She catches her reflection in an empty shop window and immediately straightens her posture, pressing those ample breasts of hers into the space before her. She looks good she thinks. Her military jacket is smart despite the fact she cannot fasten it over those impressive protuberances and that helmet she wears, complete with strapped-on goggles presents a sightless facade with prominent, plump lips. Perfect!

Rushing after J-sync, she arrives in time to slide neatly between her and Forreal, boxing J-sync away from him with her firm posterior. J-sync would have called out if not winded by the blow to her gut, and as the group moves to its intended destination, she is left behind pausing for a moment to catch her breath, sinking and wheezing to the floor.

‘I like your boots.’ Melita massages the air between her and Forreal with her chest. She wants to compliment his codpiece and pubic hair, but doesn’t. Forreal looks pleased but coy, announcing his gratitude at an inaudible level delivered to the floor. This close she notices the millions of flecks of dandruff on his shoulders and a couple of spots of food down his chest. Melita becomes conscious of her own untidiness and is alarmed to be reminded of the loose thread hanging on her jacket sleeve. She hopes he won’t notice.

‘So you at college now?’ The closeness of Melita’s face as she speaks makes him look determinedly to the floor. ‘When’d’you leave school anyway? I left ages ago. I didn’t stay on to do my tens. I didn’t go to college either. Too expensive – I can afford it, though. Just don’t wanna.’ From the meagre reaction from Forreal, Melita is conscious of her boring choice of conversation. ‘D-do you like cannabis oil? We just had a caudle. Nice. I liked it. Yeah? You like it? We got harassed by the police just now. You know how it is ... Well, not a full police officer just ... Well, not the police at all. Just a security guard. Bastard. Wanted to see Kendred’s I.D.’

O cripes Melita, you sound like a dick!

‘You know Kendred? ... Of course you do ... I’m good friends with Ken ... Well, we’re friends ...

‘Do you like Kosmische Musik ...?’ Melita is as startled as Forreal by this unannounced mental detour and her head burns with humiliation. ‘I don’t! ... Well, I do, heh! ... a bit ... Well, I like it ... but it’s not the only music I like! I like all the classics too: Lady Gaga, Madonna, Minaj ... Have you heard of Skippledip? They’re new. Everyone likes them ... sound a bit like Prince. Hard to believe, huh? But they do. I’ve seen them live twice.’

Forreal nods barely perceptibly, seemingly surprised by this revelation. Melita continues:

‘I mean, I can lend you some Kosmische Musik if you like. I like it because it’s mechanical ... Sometimes it’s mechanical; sometimes it’s very chilled, you know. I know it’s not classic music, but I’ve not heard anything like it. There’s this one song by Neu! called Isi and it’s like a sunny morning – like a new beginning – bright and fresh. I’ve not heard anything like it. And it’s music that’s like being a machine. Like on Autobahn – that’s German for motorway, you know. There’s a song just like it – Kometenmelodie 2 – and it’s fresh and free, like riding on a sunny morning, early morning. Free. Like when you go on a coach trip.

‘I don’t think cars were the same back then. Old style. But I’m not sure because Autobahn is so A.I. So A.R.! They must have had computers then because their music is ... ace ... I’ve not heard anything like it.’

Melita snaps out of a tiny daydream. Noticing Forreal’s attention is elsewhere, she mentally scolds herself for wittering on. Why is she talking such shit?

‘But I like other music too!’

This sudden announcement causes him to return his attention to Melita, more in fright from its intense delivery than anything else. He smiles embarrassed, giggling, and Melita shyly smiles with him. She likes it that he finds her funny. She goes on with new confidence:

‘That new singer, Shishi; I like her new song. Though I think she’s a slut. Why’s she have to get naked all the time? Yeah, she’s got cool tats and cool cybernetic implants, but why? I’m sick of girls getting naked all the time. Boy singers hardly ever do it. The old singers like Nikki Minaj, that’s all clean stuff. She never got all naked all the time. She’s sexy without just stripping and doing live sex.

‘I like Soyboy, though. He’s hot ... You look a bit like him ... except he’s got blue skin ... and his nose is a different shape ... and he’s got a beard. I didn’t think much of his first song, but I liked his third song ... His second and fourth songs, what’s it, Give it to Me, they’re O.K., you know, Give it to Me and Suck Me. They’re not the best songs. I like Love Lights, that’s his best one ... But his new one’s good too. I might add it to my playlist.

‘I got six thousand songs on my playlist! ... I can send you some Kosmische Musik, if you like ... Do you wanna hear it? Yeah?’

Forreal thinks. ‘O.K.’ His words whisper through barely parted lips.

‘I’ll send it anyway. You don’t have to listen to it. You can just delete it ... Don’t bother.’

‘Yeah, sure.’

‘But I’ll send it anyway ... Who else? ... Petri’s good too. But she’s always inserting stuff into herself ... They blur it out on daytime T.V. but you can still see what she’s doing. Anyway, everyone’s seen the unedited versions ... and her sex videos.’

Forreal nods enthusiastically, his first strong reaction Melita has incited.

‘I don’t know what it is.’ Melita barely notices Forreal’s response. ‘I just don’t like it ...’

Forreal is genuinely surprised by this. ‘Why not?’ He seems offended.

‘Yeah, I like the older stuff where the women don’t get naked all the time. It’s like it’s insulting, you know ... I’m not offended ... No, I’m cool with it. It’s a free country and it’s women being strong and independent ... but I ... I wish they didn’t ...’

‘Who wants to battle me at Battle Ball?’ Some ginger-haired young woman calls toward Melita and Forreal. That copper-coloured hair of hers is towered in helter-skelter curves on top of her head, interwoven with subtly moving A.I. snakes that hang suspended outwards, hovering in space as snakes do when they lift themselves erect.

Melita has never played Battle Ball, and she doesn’t know this woman, which is why she takes a subtle defensive stance. Slightly threatened by this confident stranger, her mouth gapes as her mind formulates a suitable response:

‘Well uh ...’

Forreal breaks pace beside Melita, shedding his coy demeanour in a sudden frenzy. ‘I’m gonna whip your ass!’ He runs for the woman’s outstretched hands which she has raised like train buffers to catch his charging body. They grip each other’s hands, squeezing tightly, eyes gripped in a mental wrestle as they exchange several verbal declarations of future victory over the other.

Melita snaps her mouth closed but is too delayed to disguise her misreading of the situation. She feels overwhelmingly stupid, feeling a profound depression that contradicts the excitement unfolding before her. The closeness this ginger-haired bitch shares with Forreal reveals only how little Melita means to him and this gentle failure manifests as a simmering temper. J-sync arrives by her side, still clutching her stomach and also looking humiliated.

‘What’s Battle Ball?’

‘Shhush, J-sync!’ Sometimes J-sync can be so annoying.

The ginger-haired woman is dressed in a teal body-conforming dress that describes her shape: her plump and boastful buttocks, her thin waist, her pathetically measly breasts. She walks alongside Forreal at their increased pace, a few inches taller with her stilted boots and her towering hair, her balloon bottom quivering elegantly with each heavy-footed step. She looks like Forreal’s mother! Forreal almost skips to keep the pace of her lengthy stride, his boots sparking furiously.

They hurry to the arcade and Melita and J-sync morbidly follow.
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KENDRED SPREADS DELICATE fingers over ten separate buttons. Her eyes and mind fixed on the game, she stares in augmented reality, leaning over the control console almost like a sprinter set to run. The stimulus entering her mind places her in a battle arena in the cockpit of a battle avatar: a giant mechanical humanoid, plated with metal, kitted out to destroy. The various add-ons (paid-for optional extras) see her magenta robot fitted with rockets, machine guns, nukes, electric rays, lasers, and forcefields. The current scoreboard leader stands opposite on the other side of the arena, controlled by a computer proxy.

Three ...

Two ...

One ...

Fight!

Kendred races into battle, the digital robot stomping towards her enemy, shaking the ground with each step. The two robots instantly release missiles and gunfire, pitching a cloud of dust and fumes around and between them.

Kendred’s fingers work furiously to move, dodge, block and attack, working on muscle-memory. She fires three rockets which sail gaily through the air in a pleasing arch, then showers the opposing android with machine gun fire as she runs to her right. Two of the rockets slam against the back of her opponent’s head as it shields against the showering bullets. Kendred blocks two rockets coming at her, takes one hit, blocks more rockets, then dives out the way of an electric ray thrown directly at her. She rushes her opponent, smashes its arm off, dodges gunfire with a swift limbo stance, then fires rockets point blank, holding her opponent on the spot, blasting it in it’s face. She blocks some aimless gunfire, no big deal, then fires lasers: Bam! - Bam! - Bam! More rockets point blank, then she fires her insanocannon into her opponent’s chest.

Her opponent explodes. The C.G.I. crowd go wild.

Kendred’s battle can be viewed by anyone streaming the video. Melita and J-sync stand nearby, watching blank-faced as Kendred’s username QueenzKen🐼 tops the leader board. They both break the video link as Kendred steps frustratedly away from the console, raising her arms angrily. ‘That’s not my highest score! These bastards reset the scoreboard! Someone will take the top spot in no time.’ An email enters her inbox; she is fined electronically for swearing in the video arcade. She slides her tiny shorts out from between her buttocks, which greedily engulfed the fabric during the frenzied battle, and steps away to be consoled by J-sync and Melita.

As J-sync hugs Kendred, Melita contemplates a nearby A.R. ad-screen advertising a new Kosmische Musik-inspired band, and she considers listening to some of their free tracks.

Kendred is keen to move away. For her the screen displays the uncanny insult of A.R. battle lessons: a five day intensive course.

‘C’mon.’ She walks on. ‘Let’s have some fun.’

This request is exactly what Melita and J-sync do best, neither of them being particularly adept at video games.
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KENDRED WATCHES AS J-sync and Melita play a clumsy old-skool game of Special Gems, a kind of comedy platform game in which one has to fight off easily-defeated bad guys and collect as many gems as you can. As your gem collection grows, so does your chosen monster, which morphs and develops new skills. Melita’s character has developed a special bubble weapon which she finds very useful, her character exploding in a flurry of tiny bubbles that burst in the faces of anything that comes near, instantly killing it. J-sync is enjoying a special mangle weapon she has found which sucks in the enemies and flattens them. It is a slow weapon, but fun to watch. Kendred stands in a rather patronising superhero pose, fists akimbo, as she laughs at the action on the 2-D screen. It is a children’s game, and very easily completed, but it is certainly fun.

Topaz approaches her, a young woman with sexy-clown make-up and a military helmet like Melita’s but sandy coloured. She looks with beautiful eyes across to Kendred, one eye blacked out like a panda’s. ‘This place bites. We’re off to a club.’ No invitation is offered but it is implied within those words. The distress of losing her high score has made Kendred desperate for a distraction and she gladly accepts the offer. ‘Lead the way!’

Melita turns indignantly to Kendred as her video game character is obliterated by a pile of nasties. ‘But me and J can’t get into a club.’

‘O ... yeah ...’ Kendred’s posture and positioning is entirely in accordance with leaving. ‘You don’t mind.’

‘Well ... yeah! I do!’

‘Mel, I’m not your babysitter!’ Kendred shares a look with Topaz as Topaz sniggers.

‘You do what you want!’ Melita is charged with anger. ‘Come on, J.’ She pulls J-sync away, J-sync not entirely sure what’s going on. ‘We’re going!’

‘It’s not my fault you need an adult to buy your drinks!’ says Kendred.

Melita responds with a certain hand gesture that awards her with an electronic fine. Fed up with babies, Kendred ushers Topaz onward while Melita and J-sync find a bench in a quiet corner and plant themselves on it.

‘Stupid Kendred. We don’t need her charity.’

‘Yeah!’ J-sync finally understands the problem. ‘Why don’t we go find Forreal and get him to hang out with us?’

This glimmer of hope drags Melita partially away from an intense mope. ‘Yeah ... but he’s with that ginger bitch.’

‘Maybe we can ... share him.’

‘Uh? ...’

‘Why not?’

Melita hadn’t considered both her and J-sync trying to seduce Forreal. She certainly wants him all to herself, but knowing how enticing two girls are for a young man, knowing her chances of some kind of romantic liaison will be quadrupled, she realises: it’s a pretty good plan. She has never thought about having a sexual encounter with J-sync before, and this notion is partially alien to her desires, but she could use J-sync for now to bed Forreal, then turn Forreal against her later ...

‘Yeah, let’s go!’

They link arms giddily, wandering the giggling aisles, laughing at random strangers who offer the barest attention, searching for that Battle Ball game and hoping Forreal is still playing it. Their foolsomeness takes them around every avenue, past battling kids connected to machines, past loitering girls eyeing up the boys, until they reach the vicinity of the Battle Ball game.

Their happiness is instantly soured.

Forreal is in the passionate embrace of that ginger-haired woman, apparently trying to suck each other’s lips off. They notice not Melita and J-sync, nor the appalled sentiments radiating off them. Disgusted by this vista Melita caves both visibly and mentally, giving up on everything in her life, giving up on stupid friends, and giving up on Forreal.

‘Fine! You’re made for each other!’

She runs off, almost in tears, ignoring J-sync’s concerned but unsurprisingly phlegmatic call to return.

Neither Forreal nor the woman notice any of this, caught in the fevers of pre-sexual caresses which they are livestreaming to social media.
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Melita hurries down the busy thoroughfare, stumbling over and side-stepping clumsy pedestrians who try to inhabit every space she wants to. The main shopping area is closed but the late night section thrives with young people looking for entertainment and sex. The stench of sickly pancakes lingers in her nostrils as she passes a vendor. She is far too sober to find the aroma enticing, and after having drank that caudle the smell churns her stomach, and whatever is contained within it is pushed partially into the back of her throat. If she vomits, she’ll make sure someone gets it full force.

Surrounded now by the smell of burning fat from spitting hamburgers, she squeezes past lumbering bodies and pushes her own body out into the damp and relatively fresh atmosphere of the city night. The streets are busy also and the varicoloured lights seem to spin and bleed into each other. She feels markedly better in the crisp air and has no trouble joining the flowing corpses heading off to the bus stops and tube stations.

She turns off the main roads and joins the other city-dwellers who use the commercially-uninteresting, quieter avenues, making her way to the south bank. The air blows cold on her damp cheeks.

The pedestrian traffic picks up this close to the tube station, and the bridge across the Thames carries its steady flow of humans. The city reaches out as she walks, evolving and shaping as she moves, stretching its tired mortise ligaments over a black river of floating lights. She passes three or four beggars, weaves through lingering bodies, then reaches the other side. The city lights, numerous as they are, pale against the enclosing night sky. The sweet smoke of barbecuing flesh momentarily clouds her descent onto the south embankment. She enters the Royal Festival Hall, lit up and spacious. Music plays from the far end, growing louder as she traverses past the tables of the dormant entrance area. The lighting is dim at the other end and a few people sit listening to the free performance of some woman playing jazz piano. Melita goes to one of the bars and slips clumsily onto a stool. She wipes the tear streaks from her face. Hoping they won’t ask for I.D. she stares into the polished bar surface and demands a cannabis and whisky in the most adult way she can think of.

‘Sure.’ The bartender holds up a mobile device, awaiting Melita’s finger scan.

‘Just get it for me!’

The bartender cows at Melita’s ferocity but stands his ground, although apologetically. ‘I can’t serve you without I.D.’

Typical! She was stupid to think the south bank’s service would be more lax than any other place. ‘Just forget it!’

‘I’ll get this.’ A woman’s arm reaches across Melita and allows the touch of her gloss-tipped finger to lightly stroke the device’s smeary screen. ‘Make that two.’

Melita cannot help a sense of alarm, especially now the premise for her anger has been taken from her. She greets the generosity of this woman with a gaping mouth, her eyes wide, glinting from under the shadow of her gaping helmet.

The woman’s face is long, her nose pointed, her lips glossy, dark, pleasingly thin, smiling, cunning. She wipes her finger with a hygiene wipe and tosses it onto the bar before turning her hazel eyes, warm, charming, back toward Melita.

‘I don’t see why you should be denied a drink.’ The woman hops to the seat next to Melita, her dark green Victorian-style coat relaxing down the sides of the bar stool. Her clothes are distinctly conservative but Melita senses something primitively confident about the way this woman dresses.

‘I like your helmet. Not often I say that to a girl!’

Melita feels more alarm, aware now she cannot stop staring. ‘I ... like your boots.’ These words gush from Melita’s mouth with uncontrollable adoration and her face burns with embarrassment as they register in her brain. (She does like her boots, though).

‘Thank you. They are nice, aren’t they?’

The bartender delivers the drinks. The woman waves him away impatiently and Melita delights in this act of meanness. She instantly warms to her.

‘That’s a new style, isn’t it? ... Army helmets.’

‘Yeah.’ Melita has been given license to now turn up her attitude and deride this old woman’s attempt to understand the youth. She sighs, irritated. ‘Everyone has one. They’re from—’

‘I know where they’re from.’ The woman continues her cunning gaze, lips pressed. ‘And you’re wrong. Not everyone has one. You will find it is still a particularly niche style.’

‘Well ... So?’

‘So, I like it. I’m giving you a compliment. Who advises you on what to wear?’

‘No one!’ Melita turns away, upset. ‘I buy my own clothes!’

The woman stifles a laugh. ‘Sorry, your look is so carefully put together, I thought you might use a stylist.’

Melita cools a little, not entirely sure whether to continue being offended or not.

‘So you don’t have a stylist?’ The woman looks mildly impressed. ‘All you own work?’

‘Um ... yeah.’

‘Nice.’

‘Thanks ...’ Melita is a little bit dazed by an increasing proud sensation. ‘You really thought I use a stylist?’

‘I assumed you were ...’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What?’

‘I thought you might be an internet star or something.’

‘Me? No.’ Melita smiles shyly; earthily flattered.

‘You’re not out with friends?’

‘No!’ Her reply falls heavier than she intends.

‘O well ... I’m sure she didn’t mean it ... and I’m sure he’ll get bored of her in time.’

Melita jumps at this concise summary of her life. ‘What do you know about it?’

‘O, I’m sorry ...’ The woman blushes, puts her hand to her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry ... I didn’t mean to ... You must think I’m some kind of government spy! ...’

‘What the hell?’

She giggles lightly, subtly disarming the tension. ‘I was just joking ... I’m not that old; I remember what it’s like. Besides, I employ lots of chicks your age. Guys too. Boy trouble, girl trouble, friend trouble; that’s all I hear day in, day out.’

‘Sure.’ Melita makes plans to leave.

‘What I mean is, I’m sure they – he – she – didn’t mean it. You’re better than that. They’ll see it in time. You’ll be O.K. You’ve got style.’

Melita still isn’t sure what to think. She likes the compliments though.

‘You know ...’ The woman becomes a little bit coy. ‘I’ve been stood up by friends too. I had a table at Bessington’s. It’s a private club.’

‘What? Like a sex club?’

‘Um ...’ The woman looks amused. ‘Perhaps it’s not your kind of place.’

‘Not if it’s a sex club!’

‘It’s not a sex club.’

‘Well, what is it?’

‘It’s a club where only the existing members can elect new members.’

‘So?’

‘You know ... It’s for better people. Away from the—’ She gestures without looking to people nearby. ‘— the yokels, so to speak.’

Melita laughs, unconsciously taking a compliment, not being included in the insult.

‘There are loads of benefits.’ The woman stares up at the looming edifice of multi-coloured spirit bottles with the misty expression of an awe-struck child. ‘Always a table, great food, great drugs, quiet area, no bratty kids with their idiot parents, clubbing area, and most of all, the best company. It’s a great place to meet the right kind of people.’

‘Like who?’

‘Whoever you need to meet.’

‘What? So, if you need a plumber ...?’

The woman stifles a laugh. ‘It’s definitely not your kind of place.’

‘Well, it sounds cool.’

‘I was going there now; before I was stood up.’

‘O ...’ Melita feels the let-down this woman feels. ‘I wouldn’t do that to someone like you.’

‘Well, that’s sweet. Then how about you sit and have a few drinks with me?’

The warm, casual delivery and the promise of a glimpse of a higher calibre of living makes Melita unnecessarily giddy with delight. ‘O, I’d love to!’ She is not entirely sure why.

‘Great! Where’s that sap of a bartender? ... Bartender! ...’ She looks back at Melita. ‘Same again? ... Unless you want something more sophisticated?’

‘Sure.’

The woman turns to the barman. ‘Make it two Long Island Ice Teas. And if you make them good, I’ll consider leaving a meagre tip.’ She turns away from the hurtful expression of the bartender to meet Melita’s giggling facade. ‘You’re not eighteen?’

‘No.’

‘Wow! You look eighteen.’

Again Melita feels complimented. ‘Do I? ... I nearly am.’

‘Absolutely. Maybe it’s your sophistication.’

Melita grins stupidly.

‘I’m Ilsabeth.’ She holds out a hand to which Melita hesitates before taking, not accustomed to such formalities.

‘O, hi, I’m Melita.’

‘Melita.’ She smiles.
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AFTER TWO MORE DRINKS their whimsy carries them further along the river where they settle upon a fusion restaurant to consume more alcohol. The vista from the windows is a panorama of infinite tiny lights spilt over blackened stacks that rise from the black-mass-heap into a sky of an intensely purple hue with grey peppery clouds strained across it. The modest-sized room is unoccupied but for Melita and Ilsabeth, and the two uneager members of the service staff. Seated vis-a-vis by the window, they appear in silhouette, semi-merged with the glorious metropolis around them.

Melita has been jabbering on about mundane personal nonsense all the time they have been sitting here, with clear disregard for Ilsabeth’s concerns, and due to this bout of introspection, she is oblivious to the fact Ilsabeth appears to actually be interested.

‘... I bought the army helmet first before Kendred. She copied me but she bought a cap instead so it looked like she wasn’t copying ...’ Ilsabeth listens, or pretends to be listening, with that smile of hers, her chin rested on her bridged hands. She orders two more of the sparkling cocktails they have been drinking. When they arrive, Melita realises she is behind by one drink.

‘Drink up.’

Melita is feeling giddy. She stares at the two drinks in front of her then looks up to see Ilsabeth return a mildly condescending expression of sympathy and amusement.

‘Does this place sell only alcohol?’ Melita doesn’t want anything else, but that look on this woman’s face spurred her to assert a certain defiance.

‘Of course not. The menu has all the usual clag on it. But we hardly know each other. I don’t think it would be appropriate for me to ply you with cocaine, now would it?’

Melita sits up, discovering a newfound anxious excitement. ‘O! ...’ She inadvertently reaches for her last cocktail and takes a large glug. As the fizz scalds her throat, in a watery-eyed agony she croaks: ‘Suppose not,’ although she has no idea why this notion should have such an impression upon her.

‘Yes ... But I see you’re not impressed much by expensive sparkly drinks. I think your kinds of thing are expensive smart phones and expensive running shoes. If you were a boy, I’d say you were into petrol-cars also.’ This is spoken more to herself than to Melita.

‘I don’t wear trainers!’ She is insulted but she is not sure what the remark actually meant. All she knows is this old woman is drastically misinterpreting her style.

‘O, I’m sorry. It’s just: we are from different worlds. I mean, the hotel I’m staying at is the sort of place where famous people stay—’

‘Famous? Like who?’

She laughs. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’

Again, there’s another sting. Melita is torn between insult and intrigue; the intrigue, inspired solely by the mention of implied wealth and social standing, winning the battle.

‘... Like who?’

‘Mitch Delaware, Robot Khan ... There’s too many to go through. The photos of famous patrons are on every wall.

‘You see ...’ Ilsabeth reclines, visibly creating distance between her and Melita. ‘Those who know class would be very impressed by every detail. If I told you my boots were made by Theresa Spinx, would you care?’

Melita looks again to those luscious suede, knee-length high-heeled boots, one hooked on the crossbar of the stool, the other, whose corresponding leg is slung crossed over the other, suspended neatly in space. The blankness Melita returns to Ilsabeth, looking back up at her, answers the question, but still, she speaks: ‘No.’

‘And if I told you I’m staying at McGlenn’s, would you care?’

Again the blankness says all.

‘That’s because you’ve never heard of McGlenn’s because McGlenn’s doesn’t advertise to the general public because McGlenn’s is a hotel not for the general public.’

Melita isn’t sure why she feels humiliated by this.

‘You see ... the people who work for me end up members of private clubs and stay in hotels like McGlenn’s and who wear designer clothes by Theresa Spinx. To work where I work, you need to know the difference between a private club and a shopping mall.’

Melita begins to doubt her conviction that the shopping mall would be the better of the two. ‘Well, that’s people who work for you. It’s not like this is a job interview or anything.’

‘Who says it isn’t?’

‘I never asked for a job.’

‘I find the best talent: young people who want to become something, be someone. If I think I see it, I find out if I’m right.’

‘You think I’m talented?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’

‘O ... I—’ Melita feels dizzy with a sudden swelling of pride. She suddenly wants to work for Ilsabeth more than anything. Her thoughts segue to Kendred and her pathetic clubs and caudles and she imagines the envy Kendred would feel from knowing Melita was part of something better, superior. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘I’m pretty tired.’

‘I’ll accompany you to your hotel. We can talk on the way.’

‘Shouldn’t you be off home ... It’s almost midnight.’

Again a vague insult swells. ‘I don’t even need to go home. I can tell my mum I’m staying at a friend’s’

‘Your “mum”. That’s so sweet.’ Ilsabeth studies the eagerness before her. ‘You want to see my room?’

This notion, now presented, forces Melita to respond with the only response she can have:

‘Yes!’
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MELITA MAINTAINS A reclusive composure for the entire journey from the south bank, as they cross the bustling night streets, enter the main entrance, cross the concourse, and take the lift up to the penthouse suite. What she hopes looks like cool nonchalance is actually gives her the opportunity to casually look out for stray celebrities. Having seen none, and being now in Ilsabeth’s room, the demeanour remains, although Melita is not sure why. She walks with a slack swagger, looking about the place unimpressed. She stops and checks her reflection in the glass of ceiling-to-floor windows she is standing in front of. Ilsabeth pretends she hasn’t been paying attention to all this as she heads for her fine brandy and pours two glasses. Reverting her attention more openly to Melita, she comments upon the view that Melita is actively ignoring.

‘Great view, isn’t it? I sometimes fuck in front of those windows.’

At Ilsabeth’s words, Melita uncrosses her vision to focus on the naked, perpetually self-healing metropolitan tableau beyond. Tiny red and white dots navigate the avenues, drearily queuing through late night traffic. The majesty of the McGlenn building reveals the eternity of the city, the necks of cranes rising into the sky, marking the city’s ongoing expansion into its vagrant peripheries.

Her thoughts tangle with the notion of Ilsabeth’s semi-public sex and she instinctively steps away from the immediate vicinity, an unrealised fear chasing her. Her aversion to shared sex acts must be evident on her face as she looks back because Ilsabeth smiles condescendingly and chokes on a laugh:

‘Honey, my girlfriends livestream themselves fucking. Don’t yours? Far fewer people will see you up here.’ She carries the brandies and a covered silver charger over to the sunken sofa which forms a cushioned ring within a pit in the centre of the room. Settling down, she gazes into vague A.R. vision. ‘Some music, I think.’ She looks at Melita who looks lost and offended and awkward. ‘Come. Sit.’

Melita reverts to her posed nonchalance to make it look like it is her own choice to join Ilsabeth at the sofa. Neu!’s Hallogallo softly fades through the concealed speakers. Recognising her music of choice, she immediately forgets the act, losing composure excitedly. ‘You like Neu?’ She clambers clumsily over stacks of cushions and bounces onto the seating.

‘One of your recommendations ... I’ve never heard of them ... Is it ... old?’

‘Yeah, a bit.’

Melita studies Ilsabeth’s face, awaiting a childish remark or derision.

‘Let’s give it a chance. Here: drink.’ She pushes one glass across the circular glass table. Melita takes it and takes a sip. She chokes, lips burning.

‘Sorry, I drink it neat. Mixers are over there.’ She gestures vaguely.

‘Sure ...’ Melita decides not to drink any more so doesn’t bother getting up.

Ilsabeth uncovers the charger to reveal a number of incandescent cubes of varying colours which gleam smokily, subtly changing intensity and hue. She holds the charger out to Melita. ‘Wanna try a new synth drug? No hangover. Try one.’

The colours of the tablets reflect on Melita’s soft cheeks as she peers over them. She tentatively takes a turquoise one.

‘They are opiate-inspired, big girl.’ Ilsabeth hypnotically stares at Melita’s face. ‘Well, you said you can stay out 
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