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      The footman slid his hand around DBO’s ankle and admired her toes. There was not a bunion in sight. Her nails were a perfect line of tiny white soldiers and her heels were smooth—not a crack to be found.

      He wrapped his forefinger around her big toe and began.

      “That feels funny,” said DBO.

      “Bear with me, ma’am.”

      “I mean really funny.”

      The footman continued.

      DBO pulled a face.

      “Now the second toe,” he muttered.

      “Must you?” said DBO.

      “Yes, but you get use to it.”

      “Hmmm. Oh; I see what you mean. It’s starting to hurt less.”

      “Yes. Then it hits somewhere higher,” whispered the footman.

      “Oh my pickled egg,” whispered DBO.

      The footman worked through her toes, moved to her heel, and then worked up to her ankle joint.

      DBO began to sigh.

      “And the other foot?” she muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            THE SECOND MASSAGE

          

          “The rubbing of a toe is greatly undervalued.”—An elderly footman

        

      

    

    
      Hilda stared out of the window. It was dark, with no outlook but the wall of the building beside it—hardly a penthouse view.

      It wasn’t her choice; it wasn’t anyone’s choice. Even an Operator’s grannie would have turned down Hilda’s so-called penthouse suite. Beryl claimed it was “temporary.”

      That will soon change, thought Hilda. But first things first: overthrow, divide and conquer, overthrow some more, and—she smiled—the trappings will soon follow.

      Hilda had watched Beryl’s landing on the streets of Dunoon. She also watched as Beryl and H2 left the Argyll. The H-Pad ⁠1was able to tap into CCTV and gave Hilda a clear picture of Beryl and H2 taking shelter in a doorway. Hilda found great pleasure in watching them huddle together for warmth.

      Only the masses huddled.

      Beryl rarely shook hands, let alone touched, and there she was closer than a set of glasses on a nose to an Operator of the lowest order—H2, a woman who was lucky to get a nod from a kitchen porter let alone a shoulder from the leader.

      Hilda let out a loud, maniac laugh that jolted her snoring footman awake. Beryl’s days of leading were numbered.

      “Switched the H-Pad on replay. Back to the first arrival,” she shouted, then eyed the footman. “How about a massage?”

      She wanted to bask in her brilliance, enjoy her triumph and perhaps . . . relax . . . just a little. Soon she was so relaxed she fell asleep and woke to the H-Pad replaying Beryl’s time in Sheila’s diner, and her footman doing something painful with her small toe.

      The footman was staring at a clear picture of Beryl, H2, and Archie looking dry and warm in Sheila’s diner with Archie tucking into a plate of meaty food glistening with fat. The footman mesmerised by the eggs, bacon and extra-large Cumbria sausage; had stopped mid manipulation. As he watched a large forkful of sausage enter Archie’s mouth he squeezed and forgot to stop he could just about taste the gristle . . .

      Hilda’s mouth almost watered until she pulled herself together.

      “Get me more bubbly,” she shouted.

      “But . . . your bunions, ma’am, I haven’t touched them.”

      “Bunions? The leader has no bunions.” She paused for a minute. “This is an earphone moment.”

      The footman’s face filled with dread. “Ma’am?”

      “Yes, I think earphones are called for.”

      The footman gulped.

      Earphones were one of the few things never modernised on Planet Hy Man, and were, according to all footmen, a “bastard” to set up.

      He gestured about the empty room. “But who is here to hear . . .”

      Hilda glared at him; he stopped mid-“ma’am?”

      “These are dark times; no one is to be trusted, not even those dozy footmen out there,” she said, gesturing to the corridor. “Who knows if they are really dozing?”

      He looked at her. Was she mad? The footmen were so old even if they did hear— which they couldn’t—they wouldn’t know what to do or even care if they did. They had, like their out-of-date hearing aids, given up, packed it all in, and were waiting for the day of “shuffling off.” The day a letter arrived at the footman’s bunkhouse stating . . .

      “Service no longer required, pack your things”—which was a mere backpack or two—“the resting home awaits.”

      The resting home was a place where, rumor had it, old men could finally stop standing and had a view worth staring at.

      Hilda motioned a “what are you waiting for?” wave.

      The footman, wiping his hands, went to the “only open when absolutely necessary” drawer and pulled out a bowling-ball bundle of ancient earphones glued together.

      Resignedly he began to untangle.

      “Hurry up,” she snapped.

      He fumbled as nerves got the better of him.

      She grabbed the ball and began to jiggle, pull, and shake while swearing the standard selection of salad vegetables.

      “Beetroot and pickled egg, who was the last to use these?”

      “You were, ma’am.”

      She glared at him.

      He tried to help, pulling and tugging, then after some undignified slapping from Herself, a set fell to the floor. The footman bent to pick it up with a groan.

      “Hurry up,” she snapped. “We may be missing something, some thoughts even.”

      “Ma’am, it is but a mere rumor that earphones pick up thoughts.”

      “We’ll see about that, bring them here.”

      “But you don’t know where they have been,” said the footman pulling a face.

      “Just hand them over.”

      The footman, after a ceremonial flick/wipe of his lace handkerchief, suspended them in front of her with a look of distaste.

      Hilda snatched them from him, eased the tiny piece into her ear, and stared at the H-Pad . . . she had a perfect view of Sheila’s diner.

      The waitress handed Archie a brown bag of something, and thanks to the footman, she had no idea what. She threw him a “now look what you made me miss” look.

      “Tablet,⁠2 ma’am, don’t you remember?”

      “Ah yes,” she smiled. “Mex’s downfall.”

      Hilda stretched out her other foot. “What about the other small toe?”
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        * * *

      

      The footman left Hilda’s room, pulling faces at the other footman in the corridor.

      “Earphones, now,” he tutted.

      A few tutted, except for one footman—the footman who had just spent his “sleep” night massaging DBO’s feet. Without a word or a gesture, he waited for his shift to end and made for the shed.

      He coughed at the door as instructed by DBO and waited for her answer.

      Earphones, he thought. I wonder what her in the shed will think of that?

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 The C-Pad, H-pad, H-pad 11 and other pad malarkey: all forerunners of the ipad, which evolved with the I know better than you app some would call virus. The iPad  metamorphizes from the C-Pad thanks to a liaison with Legless and very smart IT student during Legless’s lost in San Francisco years.

          

          2 A homemade sweet Scots claim as their own, sort of in between fudge, and toffee but carries greater mystical qualities.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE MANUAL

          

          “A man and his manual shall never be parted.”—The writer of said manual

        

      

    

    
      Hilda had picked the wrong footman to bribe, but Hilda was not a good judge of men. She assumed they were all the same and the only thing a footman wanted was to be was off his feet with a decent sandwich, along, of course, with the chance to do a foot massage.

      So, when she called the youngest footman (who was at least seventy) to spy for her, she thought a few pseudo egg sandwiches, some decent shoes, and he was hers.

      She had no idea that a foot massage could arouse feelings, or to be honest that a footman had any, apart from a desire to retire.

      “Give me a footman any day,” she used to say. “So easy to bribe. Not like those smart-arse robots.”

      It was Hilda who pushed for the “shuffling-off day.” And it was she who insisted on a limo to take them to the “Last Hoorah” home.

      For once, Beryl agreed.

      Some were suspicious of the so-called “Last Hoorah” home. But when the first batch of footmen sent back an “It’s true!” mandatory survey, the footmen were convinced.

      They took one look at the survey stuck on the men’s john and sighed . . .

      How clean was your room? Ten out of ten.

      How warm is the sun? Almost a ten.

      How is your view? Ten and more!

      How often do you put your feet up? Impossible to count!

      And the sandwiches? Need you ask?

      Hilda’s plan had worked. The footmen, it seemed, had a future—a future worth obeying for.
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        * * *

      

      DBO pulled a set of earphones meticulously wrapped in individual bundles from a box. Effortlessly she unwrapped one pair and slipped the earphones ⁠1into her ear.

      The footman watched. Was there no end to this woman’s talents?

      When he first walked into the shed, DBO was sitting comfortably on a pile of cushions looking far from stupid. He was taken by surprise; he had been told she had as much intelligence as a cooker. And there she was, legs crossed, working on an H-Pad like she knew what she was doing. Then, when she asked him his name, he was swept off his feet. No one had asked him that before. Now all he had to do (apart from what she asked) was try and remember it.

      DBO fingered the dashboard searching for the socket—the shed was in darkness so as not to attract attention. She plugged in her set and another for the footman.

      The footman shook his head with a surprised “me?”

      “Watch,” said DBO.

      The footman looked at the earpiece with suspicion.

      “It’s clean,” muttered DBO.

      The footman, unconvinced, pulled a lace handkerchief from his pocket.

      They waited for a picture to appear on the H-Pad. They could hear Hilda tucking into hemp biscuits as boredom raced through her mind, followed by frustration.

      DBO smiled. “Let her try the manual.”

      The footman looked at her. “I thought they were burned—tossed—forbidden?”

      “Not all,” said DBO, “the secretary is a great collector of all things technical.”

      She nodded to a dark corner. The footman, after several fumbles, pulled a slim book from the corner.

      Manuals were slim books that expanded open into unrecognizable diagrams and maps. Some expanded so large they could only be viewed on the floor. Reading them required window- and door-shutting to prevent any “catching of the wind,” pressing the corners with something heavy to prevent any “rolling up,” and a dictionary (yes, another manual) to understand the wording.

      Manuals were designed by men for men who told women that technical stuff required big words that took training to understand.

      However, once the C-Pad had developed its “ask me anything” applicator the manual and its man-made language was obsolete. Soon mountains of space were cleared, painted, and filled with other things where manuals used to gather.

      For a moment he looked at it with a fondness for the good old days. He fingered the cover and then slid his finger under a corner.

      DBO threw him a glare. “Not on my watch.”

      He snapped it shut. “Yes, ma’am.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 When Manifesto the Great saw these on a Star Trek repeats he was entranced, “at last a way to block out the chatter from the other half,” he exclaimed.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            THE FLABBERGASTING OF ARCHIE

          

          “When in Rome, eat pizza.”—Archie

        

      

    

    
      Archie stood at the front of Bunnie’s house, wondering what he had got himself into.

      He liked women, and when he first caught sight of Beryl he thought he’d like her, despite her purple beehive. In fact, it was her rigid beehive he spotted first, like a beacon high above a sea of blonde heads. She seemed so vulnerable and out of place, despite the leather . . .

      What a fool.

      He arranged to pick up Beryl and H2 from the bus shelter, and he arrived early in the morning to find Beryl like a wet kitten shivering by a young woman in a soaking jumpsuit clinging to her skin. They were real damsels in distress . . .

      As if!

      Archie took one look and headed to DJ’s, helped himself to a few decent jackets, left a “I’ll explain” note (which DJ had seen many times), and took the said damsels for a right good slap-up breakfast at Sheila’s Diner. A Sheila fry-up, washed down with stain-your-teeth tea or coffee that gave you heart palpitations, was what they needed.

      Soon he was staring at his plate, full of regret and wishing the Earth would swallow up the not-so-vulnerable Beryl. Helping a damsel in distress was supposed to be received with gratitude, smiles, and a promise of something more—not disdain, disappointment, and a volley of insults.

      His choice of jackets was greeted with a disappointed “Me in that tent?” And as for Sheila’s Diner? Beryl sniffed at it with a “Must we?” followed by a “Shut it” shove from H2.

      The diner was empty apart from a waitress, a cook, and a trucker, all mesmerized by the woman wrapped in a camouflage jacket with a beehive as high as her six-inch boots. A woman old enough to remember the fifties, dressed like she had been out on the town all night, in Dunoon.

      The waitress couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been at an all-nighter. Dunoon was as dead as Woolworths; you were lucky if you got a takeaway after nine, let alone a decent night out in Dunoon.

      “Two breakfasts—the works,” she said to the cook and sighed. When had she worn leather?

      The round waitress slapped the plate in front of Archie.  Beryl stared at the grease around the bacon. When the waitress slapped another in front of Beryl, she glared with disapproval.

      “What is this?” said Beryl, gesturing to her plate.

      “A full Scottish breakfast,” said the waitress with pride.

      Beryl sniffed. “Do you know what this does to your tubes?”

      Archie looked up mid chomp of a mushroom. “What’s tubes got to do with things?”

      “My gran says sausages are made with innards,” said H2, who had insisted on “just toast.”

      “And what’s your gran, a butcher?” said the waitress.

      “Butcher?” H2 pulled a face. “She’s an expert on many things, but a butcher? Never.”

      “An expert called Verruca,” muttered Beryl.

      “Verruca? What sort of name is that?” said the trucker on the next table.

      Archie, speechless, sliced his bacon into bite-size portions, pressed a snippet of potato against it, dipped it into brown sauce then placed it in his mouth.

      Beryl watched.

      Archie, a little unnerved, swallowed.

      “Do you know what a pig went through for that?” Beryl continued.

      “No, I just eat it.”

      “Try it with that red stuff,” said the trucker, thrusting a sauce-covered sausage in his mouth.

      “And these things,” Beryl said, pointing at an egg. “These are for baby-making.”

      Archie spluttered, “Must you?”

      The trucker stopped mid sausage-dipping. “Babies from a free range—you on something?”

      Archie was beginning to think of escape. I could down my breakfast, he thought, make a dive for the gents and escape out the fire exit.

      Archie was a slim man with clean fingernails and a fondness for large rings and bonnets. In fact, he had a whole collection of both at home, and at the moment he wished he was back there rearranging them. He was a man of habit, from the way he folded his underwear to the way he told stories to woo women. Which in the good old days before Germaine Greer and bra-burning had worked; now his standard wooing practice was as out-of-date as brill cream, and, it seemed, his choice of women.

      He pushed a coffee towards Beryl.

      “What is this?” said Beryl.

      “Coffee,” said H2. She nudged Beryl and whispered, “My gran says when in Rome . . .”

      “Rome?” said Beryl. “What has Rome got to do with . . . it?”

      “It’s a figure of speech,” snapped Archie. He pushed the cup toward Beryl. Anything to shut her up.

      “Sugar?” he said, and when she didn’t answer he placed a couple of cubes into her coffee.

      Beryl sipped. The caffeine was rich and strong, better than any on Planet Hy Man, the sugar hit sending her taste buds into a frenzy. She let out a long, slow sigh and slid another sugar into her coffee.

      “My gran says sugar is a mother’s ruin,” said H2.

      “Some cream?” said Archie.

      “And cream is the route of all indigestion,” said H2.

      Beryl nodded. The taste slid down her throat like silk, dairy, sugar, and caffeine. She drained her cup and looked about for more. She even felt like smiling.

      “Try the brown,” said the truck driver, now curious.

      Beryl lifted a brown sugar cube into her coffee and stirred in more cream; she was in mouth heaven.

      The trucker watched, mesmerized. If that is what coffee did to her, what about a dram?

      “You’ll pay for that,” said H2. “All that animal stuff, my gran says . . .”

      “What would Verruca know,” said Beryl with a lick of her lips. “She said Legless was a victim . . . of circumstance.”

      Archie looked up from his egg. “Legless? You know of a Legless?”

      Neither answered.
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        * * *

      

      Archie stood to pay.

      It was obvious that Beryl’s whole BBC fancy-dress story was a load of bollocks, just like her I knew Bunnie from school story. But Legless? Was it true; was he the same Legless?

      Thirty years ago, Archie was the mentor of all mentors. Every morning, surrounded by a circle of Identities hanging on his every word, Archie told stories of their forefather: the great Legless. Now he had only one—DJ. The rest laughed at his stories. The young generation had no time for Legless, called him a myth, but Archie, despite never meeting Legless, knew they were wrong.

      Had he stumbled onto more than damsels in distress? Was (fingers crossed) their so-called Legless his hero?

      Beside the till were bags of Sheila’s homemade tablets, two for the price of one. He picked up one, then looked at Beryl merrily dumping sugar cubes into her third coffee.

      “I’ll take the lot,” he said. “This stuff is loaded with sugar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            NOTHING TERMINAL

          

          “Even Lycra has its limits.”—Legless

        

      

    

    
      Hilda pushed an empty glass under the dispenser, allowed two chunks of ice to plop along with the bubbly, then waved away the simulated lemon slice.

      Unlike Beryl, Hilda enjoyed the sense of panic and was wondering how or even if she should explain the energy crisis to the masses. Thanks to her, the energy crisis was no longer so immediate. She would soon have the Voted In installed in the gym, and once they were riding the stationary bikes, it would be like old times . . . well, except for Lycra shorts. No Voted In would be seen dead in one of them—and she did have some heart.

      The ol’ fella appeared on the screen.

      Hilda slid her earphones in and watched as he negotiated his motorbike with as much panache as a footman on a pushbike. He fumbled, wobbled, skidded, and then headed into a garage.

      For a moment the screen went blank.

      Hilda downed her bubbly, then stood up for another as the garage door flashed back on the screen.

      Hilda sat down; a van was parked in front, covered in dents and scratches.

      “What the beetroot happened to the ol’ fella?” muttered Hilda, as an old lady strutted by with a jaunty swing of her cane.

      Hilda, after a string of curses, tossed the earphones aside, jiggled the connector on her H-Pad and cursed again.

      She had lost him . . . so soon.

      The H-Pad spluttered and blacked out. Hilda paced the floor. How could she keep an eye on things?

      She thumped the H-Pad, ignoring its “Earth’s fault, blame it on British Telecom” moan, and thumped it again.

      Dunoon’s ferry car park flashed onto the screen; it was empty.

      Hilda sipped her fizzy (forgetting it was empty) and stared.

      Why here?

      She flicked pause, then the 36 degree surround button. There was nothing . . . anywhere. Just a couple of sorry-looking shoppers huddled in the bus shelter clutching their coats against the wind.

      Hilda was about to thump the H-Pad again when Don pulled up.

      He’s catching a ferry?

      Hilda zoomed in on Don’s car. She watched as he tucked into his roll and sausage when a large white van entered the car park.

      Hilda glanced at the deep scratches on both sides of the van.

      The same van?

      The van circled the car park several times as the wind turned into a gale.

      Pete and Mex were in the back arguing over the point of Mex’s log. Bunnie and DJ were arguing over the leaflet and its cryptic Edinburgh address, while Don was tucking into his roll and sausage with relish. Only Woody and Hilda saw the van circle like a shark fin in the ocean.

      The van pulled up inches from the car. A gust of wind blew a seagull across the windscreen; it screeched as the old lady moved to open the van door.

      “Mind . . .” shouted Woody.

      The wind caught the van’s door.

      Thump—jolt—crash . . .

      “Jesus,” spluttered Don.

      Hilda watched the old lady land with a thud onto the tarmac and tug her walking stick from her seat. A couple of lager cans cluttered to the ground as the old lady, with great strength, pulled the van door now wedged against Don’s car free.

      She examined the van door for scratches.

      “What about my car?” shouted Don.

      The old lady waved her stick at Don; the wind slammed it into the side of Don’s car. “My door’s fine, thanks,” she said.

      “Not your door, my friggin’ car,” shouted Don.

      The old lady, with an “I’m a sweet old lady” look, tapped Bunnie’s window with her cane.

      “The toilets near here?” she shouted over the wind.

      Bunnie wound down her window. “You’ll need to wait for the ferry.”

      Don stretched across Bunnie and shouted at the old lady, “What about my car?”

      The old lady gave him a wave, muttered “right enough,” opened her door—allowing it to hit Don’s car yet again—and climbed in.

      Don jumped out of the car and raced to the van as she started the engine.

      “What about my car?” He tapped on her window.

      “Don’t worry, the van is old.”

      “No, my car?”

      “Not a scratch, don’t worry,” she mouthed through the window.

      Don began to shout as the sound on the H-Pad died.

      Hilda watched Don mouth “For fuck’s sake . . .” then the screen went blank.

      “For beetroot’s sake,” snapped Hilda.

      She jumped up and began to pace, twirling her earphones with frustration.

      “Let me think,” she muttered.

      “I can help,” said the H-Pad.

      “You?” snapped Hilda.

      “It is part of the prototype type,” muttered the footman. “To have up-to-the-minute updates every . . . er . . . minute.”

      “Thank you,” purred the H-Pad.

      “You can thank Beryl for that, she likes to know what’s going on,” muttered the footman.

      “Going on,” said Hilda, “she only wants to know what’s happening so she could make cuts.”

      “The woman’s a barber,” said the footman.

      “Butcher,” said the H-Pad.

      Hilda glared with a “I make the comments” look, then continued on with her pacing. The footman watched as the earphone twirling became more frantic.

      She needed something better, way better, something befitting of the superhero, the leader that she was destined to be . . .

      Silently, a manual slid from beneath her door.
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        * * *

      

      Pete had been taking in the air, as Bunnie liked to put it. He had spent the ferry journey in search of a view and was not prepared for the rain in all its glory. He took one look at the grey waters in the biting wind and headed to the lounge area.

      A funny sensation hit his stomach, a sort of squeezing, knotting, something bad is going to happen feeling.

      Bunnie called it intuition; Don called it indigestion. Either way, it played havoc with the roll and sausage he had just demolished.

      He had an urge to do the plough, to clear things. He looked about for a quiet spot and found the “john,” as it was known in some circles on Planet Hy Man. It was too small for the plough, so he went for an arm above the head on your toes stretch, accompanied with an om, until someone knocked on the door.

      “That you, Pete?”

      “Om.” The last person he wanted to hear was Herself.

      “I know you’re in there squeezing in a stretch,” said Mex with a strained voice.

      “Five minutes, ma’am . . . om.”

      “I need you,” she muttered in a voice Pete had not heard before. He pushed open the door halfway to see Mex breathing like a rabbit caught in a spotlight. Her sugar high had dipped like a ship in the high seas, leaving her feeling sick, guilty, and panicky—feelings unknown to her.

      The ferry jostled with the waves, bumping Mex into the wall.

      “Ma’am, it is merely a sugar dip. I did warn you about the tablet.”

      Mex put her hand to her mouth. “Don’t mention that stuff.” She pushed Pete out of the way and made for the toilet.

      Pete closed the door on her retching. “And possibly seasickness.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            THE MOANING OF DON

          

          “Never toss a roll at a seagull.”—Archie after cleaning his windscreen

        

      

    

    
      Bunnie and Don remained in the car for the ferry journey. Thanks to the old lady, Don was in a foul mood. The ferry had no sooner left Dunoon, and the old lady was out of her van hobbling with her stick uselessly swinging in front to her. Even AC DC classic hits couldn’t shift his mood.

      “Of all the friggin’ car spaces she had to park next to me?” muttered Don.

      The old lady caught sight of Don and mouthed a “hello” with a poor little me stance that would annoy even a comatose footman. Don gave up on his roll and sausage.

      Bunnie waved back.

      “Don’t encourage her,” he snapped.

      Bunnie tried to calm Don.

      Don huffed. In the dark morning it was hard to see the damage. But by the time they were on the ferry and sun was up the damage scrapped across several panels of Don pristinely polished car could not be missed.

      Don was anything but calm. In fact, he was as scratchy and unbearable “as sand in your knickers,” according to Bunnie, a turn of phrase that had Pete, Mex, and DJ leaving the car for a “wander.”

      “Cheer up,” said Bunnie with a paternal pat on his knee. “You’ve got her details.”

      Don, with a dramatic sigh, took aim at a seagull with his half-eaten roll; the seagull dodged with a screech.

      “Well there was no need for that,” muttered Bunnie, and turned up AC/DC.
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        * * *

      

      DJ’s mind was full of Beryl; she had captivated him. He could not get her face out of his head. There was more to her than a one-night laugh and an all-night romp.

      Where did she come from? And why? He wanted to meet her—but how?
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        * * *

      

      The ferry arrived with a bump at the other side of the Clyde.

      Hilda watched as Mex’s gang (which she now called them as opposed to Beryl’s entourage) drove off the ferry.

      Hilda pressed the 36 degrees and more button. The view panned out, catching sight of the old woman’s van at the back of the queue.

      “I wanted a close-up, not a panoramic view.”

      The H-Pad zoomed in on the old lady’s van backfiring into action.

      “Not her—Mex’s gang.”

      The van, under a cloud of black smoke, drove off the ferry and followed Mex’s gang.

      Hilda watched the two vehicles continue down the same road. “Follow that van,” she shouted.

      The van turned off a side road.

      “No, now the taxi.”

      The footman spied the manual on the floor. His fingers itched to hold it—open it. He went for a foot around the book followed by a pull towards him; no one noticed, as the taxi had sped out of sight.

      Hilda watched as the van headed down a side street and then another.

      “You’ve got the wrong car,” she shouted.

      The van finally jutted into a pile of empty boxes behind a chip shop and stalled. The old woman jumped out, skidded on several chip wrappers, and righted herself. Hilda watched as the old lady slipped off her jacket.

      “I want the taxi,” she shouted.

      The old lady thrust the jacket in the van along with a javelin toss of her cane.

      “The taxi, not this old lady,” shouted Hilda.

      “Old Lady does not compute,” said the H-Pad.

      The old lady tugged off her bonnet and shook her head; thick luxurious grey hair cascaded down like a shampoo add.

      “Compute?” said Hilda.

      The old lady pulled her hair into a ponytail, dismissed her comfy shoes with a karate kick, and pulled her bra from underneath her clothes. Mountains of tissues tumbled to the ground as she, with the swing of a striptease, tossed it into the van.

      “I knew it,” muttered the H-Pad.

      The old lady jumped into the van and minutes later appeared dressed in bike leathers wheeling a small 50cc motorbike. She was no longer a she but a he.

      Hilda stared closer; it was the ol’ fella.

      She slid on her earphones and listened. The ol’ fella was thinking; a few disjointed words crackled . . .

      Feeling . . . his prostate . . .

      “Prostrate?” muttered Hilda. “What the pickle?”

      “He said his prostate never lies,” said the H-Pad.

      The ol’ fella jumped on his bike and motored off as Hilda wondered what a prostate had to do with things, or for that matter what it was.

      The footman watching Hilda took a chance.

      He slid the manual under one foot, then the other, and stood on it.

      “What are you up to?” snapped Hilda.

      The footman coughed, stuttered, and began to embark on a lecture about the prostate when disjointed thoughts racing through the ol’ fella’s mind began to blare from her earphones.

      “The Herald.”

      “Malarkey.”

      “That’ll tackle it.”

      “Oh bugger.”

      “And prostate . . . yet again.”

      Hilda began to grimace, pushing her half-finished breakfast to the side, she cursed. It seemed following the ol’ fella was not the breeze she thought it was.

      Was he deliberately revving his engine, blocking her?

      Hilda, exasperated, tuned into the shed, remembered it was empty, flicked to the room with a view. Then remembering it was full of the Operators who were still waiting for their induction, shouted, “Oh for pickle’s sake,” jolting awake a few of the footman in the corridor.

      “Ask me anything,” purred the H-Pad.

      She glared at the H-Pad with an “I was just about to” look, and shouted, “Look up ‘prostate’!” which echoed through the corridor.

      A few of the footman winced.

      “And while you’re at it, ‘malarkey’!”

      One footman peered from under his white fringe. “Malarkey,” he muttered, “that’s a good old-fashioned word that!” and fell back to sleep.

      The H-Pad began to talk about prostate until Hilda told her to stop—she had just had her breakfast.

      The H-Pad, moving on to the meaning of “malarkey,” captured Hilda’s attention for a second. “That’s enough, I get the picture,” she shouted as the footman caught her eye . . . he looked taller.

      “What have you been eating?” said Hilda.

      “Ma’am?”

      “It’s just that you look . . .” Her eyes ran down to his feet, where she spied the manual, “The Job of Mind-Reading for Men.”

      Oh, bugger, thought the footman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            THE SCRAPPER

          

          “Never laugh with a full bladder.”—Bunnie

        

      

    

    
      Archie stared at Bunnie’s run-down porch as H2 glared at the back of his head; he turned and caught her glare. For a moment their eyes locked, and then she felt a tugging at her thoughts, a switching around in her head . . . she looked away.

      Recovering from Sheila’s Diner hadn’t been easy for Archie; it was one of his favorite places. He was, however, hopeful that Beryl knew more of his Legless.

      Archie had spent the morning driving with his eyes flitting from the road ahead to Beryl’s beehive bouncing in the rear-view mirror, trying to make eye contact. Occasionally their eyes met, and each time she took his breath away. He had never before met such a complex, hard-to-fathom, pain-in-the-arse woman. Her mind was like a fortress which no amount of ESP-ing could crack.

      And H2 wasn’t any easier with her annoying “know it all” talk. She contradicted Archie like Jeremy Paxman on Newsnight; he was only trying to lighten things, add a little humor . . .

      “It’s just a bit of banter,” Archie muttered after one of H2’s “I hardly think so” comments.

      “Yes, well,” said H2. “The Big Yin did not invent the tattie and a wee man’s ferret does not swing between his legs . . . like part of the furniture.”

      “It was a figure of speech,” said Archie, negotiating a roundabout. “A joke. Do you not have any sense of fun?”

      Archie let out a long sigh. The ferret joke always worked.

      “Where I come from, a sense of humor is not the be-all,” said H2.

      “But we’re not there now so shut it,” muttered Beryl.

      “You can’t tell me to shut it here, you’re nothing here, you’re the same as me here—no one gives a toss for you, you’re a minion, not a ruler.”

      “Yes, all right, there’s no need to be so blunt . . .” snapped Beryl.

      Archie’s bunion pulsated like a lighthouse in a storm. Ruler? There was definitely something afoot, his bunions never pulsated for nothing. He thought about the tablet in his pocket. Several bags should be enough to work a little magic—soften the tongue, if not the mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, this is Bunnie’s house,” said H2.

      “Looks like it.”

      “What do we do now?” said H2.

      Beryl, consumed with feelings unknown to her, was looking a little shaky. Her body was under the influence of coffee, sugar, and dairy—the last two of which her body had no idea of. Her head was fuzzy, her hands trembling, and her stomach felt empty. In fact, all she could think about was something sweet.

      “I’m starving,” said Beryl.

      “Well, if you had eaten some of that toast, instead of . . .” H2 stopped as Archie pulled out a brown bag and gestured to the both of them.

      H2 smelt sugar and resisted.

      Beryl smelt sugar and her mouth watered.

      “My gran says sugar is what killed the nation,” said H2.

      “That and a whole bunch of men,” muttered Beryl.

      “Men?” said Archie.

      “She says it corrupts the mind, inflates things.”

      “Inflates?” said Archie.

      “Your gran ain’t the be-all and end-all,” muttered Beryl.

      “Have some tablet,” Archie said with a shake of the bag.

      “My gran knows heaps about that sort of thing,” said H2, waving the tablet away.

      “She lives in a shack and does her own cooking,” muttered Beryl she looked inside the bag.

      “My point,” says H2.

      “Mine too,” said Beryl, who had confused herself. She dipped her finger into the bag and licked it. Sugar hit Beryl’s tongue with an explosion of taste and tingling; her face beamed with pleasure.

      Archie watched with anticipation, H2 with trepidation.

      “Oh, my beetroot,” sighed Beryl.

      Sugar and dairy raced through Beryl’s virgin bloodstream like a ton of dope, a bottle of bubbly (the real thing), and a couple of magic mushrooms.

      “When in Rome . . .” She smiled.

      “Rome?” said H2. “They tossed women aside like used tissues, they treated them like objects to battered, sold, used, and abused. Did you know in Rome a woman could not even vote, let alone own land? She had nothing without a decent set of . . .”

      Beryl glared at her.

      “Well, that’s what my gran says.”

      “Verruca,” said Beryl, “is not here.” She took another piece and waved it under H2’s nose.

      “Legless wrote about sugar in his Sugar Is the Noose Around the Universe book,” said H2. “And look what happened to him.”

      “Legless?” said Archie.

      “Who reads Legless books?” said Beryl.

      “You’re talking about Legless the Great?”

      “Did I say Legless?” said Beryl.

      “What happened to Legless?” said Archie.

      “She meant sugar makes, you . . . err . . . legless,” muttered H2.

      “Did I?” said Beryl. She turned to H2 and waved the tablet under her nose. “Have some.”

      H2 shook her head.

      Beryl was soon knocking back the tablet like Mex at the ol’ fella’s. For the first time in a long time, she felt positive; suddenly this pickled egg of a mission seemed as easy as buttering toast.

      H2 watched in silent panic. Her leader was starting to look weird—animated. Beryl’s once frosty face was now alive with emotion and bulging eyes. And, even scarier, her once immaculately rigid beehive was now tilting to one side with a few wisps of hair straying.

      Beryl poked the plugulator. “Who needs a scrapper⁠1?”

      “Scrapper?” said both H2 and Archie.

      Beryl tutted. “Yes, this burnt-out thing. There is as much life in that scrapper as Hilda’s wig.”

      “Hilda has a wig?”

      “Who’s Hilda?” said Archie.

      “She’s a fruit loop,” muttered Beryl, “and a fruit loop to be watched.”

      “With a wig?”

      “And capes,” Beryl chuckled. “Looking stupid for her is as easy as sucking on a tablet while putting another in your mouth.” Which she did with a satisfied grin.

      Beryl picked up the plugulator; it fell apart in her hand. “My life self-destructed the day I meant
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