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September


Indiana

Jean-Paul Sartre wrote that ‘Hell is other people’. He was right. It is 1.11 p.m. on Friday 20 September 2030, and I am in hell.

Not literal hell. I do not believe in a literal hell. I am a rational person, so do not give credit to stories that have been invented to control the proletariat.

I am in the basement of a London office block. It is filthy and smells appalling. There are thousands of these spaces on the outskirts of New London City – empty rooms with basic facilities, rented by the month to technology company start-ups desperate to squeeze some new program or product from an already glutted industry.

The basement that I am in is approximately 1,200 square foot, and – in addition to me – there are twelve coders, one engineer, one salesman, and three directors sat within it. This is a one-room operation so the space contains all the company hardware. Computer servers are stacked haphazardly on racks with wires and cables threaded like spiderwebs to various electricity and data outlets. The heat the servers generate is like the strong blast of the midday sun. I can see their cheap Chinese quantum computer from where I stand. It is built incorrectly and will not function for longer than three months. I don’t tell them this. However, the substandard computer systems are not what make this place hell. It is the people.

The average person expels air from their body around 1,000 times an hour. Each breath consists, on average, of 78 per cent nitrogen, 13 per cent oxygen, 4 per cent carbon dioxide and 5 per cent water vapour. Combine this water vapour with the typical amount sweated per person, per hour and you get a gross figure of approximately 70 grams of bodily fluid expelled every sixty minutes. This is from the average person sitting in a cool environment. The people in this room are mostly overweight and sweating profusely. During the forty-one minutes I have been in the basement, the inhabitants have expelled nearly two litres of bodily secretions. The process of precipitation means that this moisture, composed entirely of sweat and breath, has made its way to the ceiling. What goes up, must come down, and the combined liquid residue of these men is dripping back down on me like rancid rain.

The room is a cacophony of dripping bodily fluids, searing heat, endless and needless grunts of exertion, the constant scratching of pallid, excessive flesh, and extreme levels of flatulence. The putrid smell of rotting food and fetid breath surrounds me like a fog.

As previously expressed – I am in hell.

I am here to pitch my product – TRU. TRU is a technological data-harvesting solution. It is sophisticated, innovative and elegant – this company is none of those things. I knew as soon as the first sweat drop landed on me that this meeting would be a waste of my time. But the meeting is in my diary so I am compelled to attend. I should have brought a rain mac.

I have finished presenting and am answering questions. Having responded to queries about hardware and interface, I am now fielding what they believe to be sophisticated and amusing questions regarding function.

‘So, basically, it just finds you a girlfriend or boyfriend?’

Boyfriend – what a ridiculous word. A word used by imbeciles, people who buy from social media advertisements and those inclined to make a life-long commitment to someone they met when they were fifteen.

‘No. It does not find the user a girlfriend or boyfriend. TRU uses an incredibly sophisticated and precise marriage of datasets and quantum theory to match you to your universal soulmate.’

I hate using the word ‘soulmate’ – it makes me feel like a hippy – but my research has proven that people respond strongly and positively to it. There is silence for the briefest of moments.

‘But what if you just want a quick shag?’

The room breaks into sniggers and I can no longer contain my ire. My face loses its practised emotionless veneer. I am done here.

I take my prototype from the table, pack away my things, pick up my rucksack, and stride towards the emergency exit.

‘That might be alarmed!’ squeaks one of the directors.

I do not care. I reach the door and push it wide open; there is no alarm. I gulp in mouthfuls of fresh air and lift my face up to the weak sunlight that filters down from the street level above. Behind me the men shrink back from the outside world. I glance back into the room at them. They are timid and ghostly, like creatures that have forgone the sun to worship their new gods of techno­logy. I too am pale from lack of sun, but I worship no one. I am pale because I choose to be. We might share the same collective name for what we do, but these basement-dwellers are nothing like me, they are not pioneers, not prodigies, not polymaths; they will work in this dark place their entire careers, they will never bask in the glow of a genius like mine.

My backward glance is a mistake. It entails the smallest of pauses in momentum, and one of the directors uses that opportunity to pounce. He clears his throat. I sigh. I had hoped to exit the building without needless explanations and wasted words. I stare at him as coldly and evenly as I can in the hope that he will hold his tongue. He does not.

‘You … you’re leaving?’

A rhetorical question – the go-to of the socially awkward and intellectually inferior.

‘I am finished.’

‘So … should we send you our offer?’

I sigh inwardly. I had hoped the physical removal of my presence would make my decision obvious. It has not.

‘I have no desire to work with your company.’

He is confused.

‘But … you came to us …’

‘That was a mistake. I was ill-informed, and this has been a waste of my time.’

Behind him the room bristles with ill-concealed anger – how dare I intimate that they are not worthy? Men are so emotional.

The director tries one last time.

‘But … we have infrastructure … and money …’

I cannot contain the short bark of laughter that escapes me.

‘That will not help. Your infrastructure is laughably inadequate to scale to what is needed. No competent enterprise will want to partner with you, so I’m sure you will invest in the first seemingly viable product you are offered. That product will consume your finances within a year, and I predict your company will not exist eighteen months from now.’

The man’s mouth falls open in an almost comedic gape, but I do not wait to hear his response. I leave, slamming the door to hell shut behind me.

I have somewhere far more important to be.


Lina

I know today is going to be a shitty day when I see Emily standing outside my office, tapping one of her stiletto-encased feet impatiently. Emily never comes to my office this early in the morning unless she has some particularly bad news she wants to share.

It is just before 8 a.m. and I should have been in work by 7, but I am late. Emily isn’t late, Emily is never late, she has probably been waiting for me since 5 a.m. Precisely. Everything Emily does is precise. I suspect she doesn’t sleep, and I have never seen her eat or drink. Emily and I do the same job but couldn’t be more different. Emily is younger than me, thinner than me, whiter than me, and works harder and longer hours than I do. She is so perfect that, the first time I met her, I had the overwhelming urge to press my finger into her cheek to check she was real and not one of the next-gen robots that JaneDoe are currently developing.

I slowly start to retreat down the corridor. Maybe I can make it to the stairs before she sees me, go back down to reception, get a coffee, pull up my bra strap, put some lipstick on, and return when I feel ready to face the day, ready to face Emily. It’s really not fair – Emily would look like me too if she’d had to catch the AutoBus into work. I bet she rode in on a fucking golden unicorn.

‘LINA!’

Shit. She has seen me. There is no escape.

‘Emily, hi.’

I walk reluctantly towards her, juggling my handbag, laptop bag, NotePad, water bottle and building pass.

Emily tuts. She wants me to move faster. Our boss, Fran, will be in the office by 8 a.m., and Emily needs to be at her desk, working hard, when Fran arrives. In the three years that Emily has worked in our team she has only been absent one day. Emily was hit by a car on the way to work and broke her leg. She was back in the office at 6.30 the morning after the accident and worked from a wheelchair for the next six weeks. Total robot move.

Emily looks towards my closed office door, expecting an invitation inside. I don’t want Emily inside my office, so put my various items on the floor and extend my hand for the papers she is holding.

‘You just need to give me these then?’ I say, hopefully.

Emily ignores my proffered hand and nods at my office door.

‘There’s something we need to discuss.’

That is not a statement I want to hear from Emily, especially not so early in the morning.

‘You can tell me here.’ I smile genially.

‘I want to tell you inside,’ she replies coolly.

My smile falters. Emily reaches out a perfectly manicured hand and places it on my door handle proprietorially. Cheeky bitch. She turns the handle and pushes the door open. Her eyes leave mine and she glances inside. Then she gasps. Or retches. It’s a tiny and involuntary noise and hard to tell which one. Emily hates the state of my office. Emily is clean and polished and pristine, and my office is, well, a little bit messy. Maybe more than a little bit. I’m really busy so I don’t get much time to clear away empty cups or used takeaway containers or old paperwork or shoes and clothes I have left here over the last couple of years. I don’t mind the clutter and mess: I hardly even notice it any more and simply wade through it on a daily basis.

Emily minds the mess – she thinks it would be much better if she had my office and then it would be clean. Emily is jealous that I have an office and she doesn’t, and she reacts in the same faux-dramatic way every time she sees the inside of my workspace.

‘My God! Why on earth don’t you let the cleaners in here?’

To which I reply, ‘You know why. All of this is proprietary knowledge, and Cameron would have a shit-fit if she thought anyone could access it.’

Of course, I am lying. Most of the programs and products in my office were launched months or even years ago – I just don’t want anyone invading my private sanctuary. Emily looks at me with disdain.

‘I don’t think Dr Cameron Gardner has ever had a “shit-fit” over anything’ – Emily wrinkles her perfectly straight nose – ‘and what is that awful smell?’

She’s right, it does smell terrible in here. I walk around my desk and open the window. My office is on the tenth floor and the wind roars into the room, making papers and rubbish fly up into the air, creating a weirdly pleasing vortex of filth. Emily does not find my filth vortex pleasing. Her face turns puce, and I fear she might blow her circuitry if forced to exist within my chaos much longer. I hold my hand out for the papers once more.

‘What is it we need to talk about?’ I yell over the wind.

Emily hands me the papers.

‘Chris is off today, and …’

Emily cannot be heard over the wind and Emily does not yell. She stalks over to the window and forcefully pulls it shut. She turns to face me with a small smile on her face. Whatever she is going to say is going to be bad. For me.

‘Chris is off today. Fran asked if anyone else might want to cover the Pitch meeting, and I suggested you,’ she says, smiling genially.

Shit. I don’t say this out loud. Emily once reported me to HR for swearing at her. Instead I say, ‘What?’

Emily’s genial smile grows.

‘I thought it might be fun.’

The Pitch meeting is not fun. The meeting is led by Dr Cameron Gardner – the CEO of our company – and is the most reviled meeting of the month; people will do anything to avoid it. That is why I always double-book myself and send Chris in my place.

‘I’m sorry Emily, I have the monthly Future Gen meeting to attend at three, so—’

‘I’ve already asked Sarah to move that for you.’

Emily cannot tell me what to do and I am just about to remind her of this when I look down at the papers she has given me. My name has already replaced Chris’s as the Software Lead. Once your name is on the attendee list for a meeting with Cameron Gardner you do not back out. Emily knows this. I look up and scowl. Emily’s smile widens again. I hate her.

She stands, checks her watch, and moves towards the door. She has six minutes to get back to her desk ready for Fran’s arrival.

‘Eres una vaca y espero que te duelan los zapatos,’ I say quietly.

Her head spins back sharply.

‘What did you say?’

I shrug.

‘I said – sometimes we all have our crosses to bear.’

She nods curtly.

I didn’t say that. I said, You are a cow and I hope your shoes hurt your feet.

Emily makes a considerable show of picking her way carefully across my office and out of the door, avoiding the, now multitudinous, amounts of paper and rubbish that litter the floor. As she leaves, I notice that she has somehow managed to get a bright yellow Post-it note stuck to her pert bottom.

I don’t tell her.


Indiana

Today, there is a prevailing westerly wind of approximately 27 mph and this, combined with the moderate heel on my court shoe, means that the 6.3-mile walk between my last appointment and the JaneDoe Technology Building will take me one hour and forty-six minutes. With an ambient outside temperature of 16 degrees, I will perspire lightly on the walk and need to consume upwards of half a litre of water to compensate; I will therefore need to urinate once I arrive at JaneDoe. I will enter the building at 15.24 and my scheduled appointment is at 15.30. This does not allow sufficient urination time within an acceptable contingency buffer, therefore I need to find another means of transport to my meeting.

I do not like the London Underground. I do not like the noise of the tracks, the rush of warm air that heralds the approaching train, the throngs of people, the brush of synthetic clothing on my hand as someone passes too close. I do not normally use the London Underground, but the AutoBus will not be an efficient mode of transport at this time of day, so I am given no choice.

I enter the Underground station at 13.59 p.m. The station entrance is empty, I have the lift to myself and there are only seven other people in my carriage, none of whom look likely to try to talk to me. I stand by the door, in case of an emergency. My journey passes without incident until two stops before my alighting point when a school trip steps into the carriage. Thirty-five adolescents and a conspicuous lack of teaching staff. The assault on my senses is immediate and painful. They bring a cacophony of noise with them: play music on their watches, shout at the person next to them, laugh like they need people in the adjoining carriage to hear. I try to disembark onto the platform to spare myself the ignominy of their company, but the carriage doors close before I can, leaving me trapped in a sea of puberty and polyester. I cling to the filthy handrail, close my eyes, and will the journey to be over.

When I eventually reach my destination, I choose to climb the 267 stairs to the exit rather than face squashing myself into the lift with yet more human contact. I stumble out of the station sweating and breathless into the light September air and, for the second time this day, take a deep and grateful lungful of London’s polluted cityscape. I have made it, I am in City Square.

City Square is the central hub of New London City, and the offices surrounding the square house what is left of the technology sector in the UK. In the post-Brexit, post-pandemic years, larger technology companies moved away from London – either to Scotland to take advantage of the new office parks that surround Space Hub Sutherland, or to Europe where taxes and infrastructure are lower and superior respectively. Only Amazon, Google, IBM and JaneDoe maintain London offices now – even Meta has moved north.

The buildings that no longer house offices have been converted into flats that are rented cheaply to single, under-thirty-five, NLC workers. These cash-rich, time-poor professionals have transformed the area from an empty, post-pandemic ghetto into a thriving modern metropolis – hence the re-branding of the area as New London City. Of course, there are those that would say it is still a ghetto – just one that is now exclusively populated by the wealthy and young – but 72 per cent of 16–20-year-olds interviewed in the latest government census expressed a desire to live in New London City – so, if the numbers are true, its popularity does not seem to be waning. In fact, the model has proved so popular they are now replicating it in other UK cities – New Birmingham, New Manchester and, ironically, New York.

I do not live here. I am not a plebeian who can be influenced by a sophisticated marketing campaign. I am here for one reason only – to meet Dr Cameron Gardner.

There are three living people that I admire. Admire – not adulate or emulate or adore. I would not chase them down the street or stalk them on the internet or follow them on social media. I do not have social media. The quickest way to allow criminals access to everything you have ever done with a computer in your entire existence is to set up a new and unprotected social media account. I do not want criminals to have access to everything I have ever done on a computer. I do not want anyone to have access to anything I have ever done on a computer. That would be disastrous.

The three people in life that I admire are: astronaut Chris Hadfield, particle physicist Fabiola Gianotti, and Dr Cameron Gardner. Chris Hadfield for his determination, Fabiola Gianotti for her dedication, and Dr Gardner for, well, everything.

JaneDoe Technology Limited was established by Dr Cameron Gardner in March 1993 and employs more than 7,500 people in sixteen locations globally. Dr Gardner, through JaneDoe, is the fourth leading proponent of digital data collection, storage and processing in the world. For the uneducated and technically illiterate it is easiest to describe JaneDoe as the UK equivalent of Google. The company has the most impressive research and design department in Europe, and is a significant investor in data-harvesting apps, websites and technology. Dr Gardner began, incorporated, and is the CEO of JaneDoe. She is intellectual, intuitive, driven, and fully worthy of my admiration; and today, for the first time, I am going to meet her.

I am not nervous. I do not feel nerves. Nerves are for the under-prepared. I am fully prepared for this meeting. Dr Gardner needs a successful product for JaneDoe, and I have a successful product for her. I have TRU.


Lina

The third Friday of every month is the day of the Advancement of Women in Tech (A-WiT) Pitch meeting

Or – as I prefer to call it – Pitches for the Bitches.

At Pitches for the Bitches, Dr Cameron Gardner – Chair of A-WiT – listens to female-led teams and companies pitch their products for feedback and, on very rare occasions, investment. The meeting lasts an hour and each team is allocated a strict eight minutes to present.

JaneDoe have been hosting the pitch meetings for three years and Cameron has only invested in one company – Buddha-Fam. Fifteen days after she made her initial investment in Buddha-Fam, she bought the company outright and fired everyone who had attended the pitch session. Even with this knowledge, companies still apply in their droves for a chance to attend, because presenting at the A-WiT Pitch meeting is a calling card to other investors; a publicity push that money can’t buy.

Companies might clamour to attend the meeting, but, as I said previously, JaneDoe staff will do anything to avoid it. Cameron does not like to mix with her subordinates, she does not lunch with us or have a desk amongst her employees, she locks herself away on the thirty-seventh floor and avoids interaction with us as much as possible. Most JaneDoe employees will last their whole careers without meeting Cameron face-to-face. The majority of them prefer it that way. JaneDoe is not a democracy; it is a plutocratic dictatorship, and the dictator who runs the show is brilliant and intelligent and cunning and mean. I have known people who admire, respect and even worship Cameron, but I have never met anyone who likes her.

I spend my day trying to get out of having to attend Pitches for the Bitches. I fail. So, at 2.45 p.m. I head morosely upstairs. I am scrolling new mail on my watch, so don’t check before stepping carelessly into the lift. When I do look up I see to my horror that the lift is not empty. Cameron is already in there, her face like thunder.

Cameron has a private lift that she uses. Her lift has soft mink suede walls and thick white carpet, is smooth and silent, and is hers and hers alone. No one else is permitted into the private lift with Cameron even if they are accompanying her to the same floor. Emily mentioned earlier that Cameron’s private lift was out of action today, I ignored her warning and have now made the unforgivable mistake of getting into the lift with the world’s busiest, and bitchiest, woman.

I turn sharply and attempt to step back out of the lift, but the doors are already closing. There is no escape, so I nod at Cameron as if this happens all the time, and stand facing the doors with my back to her. Sweat drips down my spine.

Silence.

I am desperate to say something, but know that it will most likely get me fired. The lift stops on floor 13, doors opening to reveal three members of the PR team on their way to the Pitch meeting. My eyes plead with them to step into the lift with us, but their faces fill with fear and they step backwards, allowing the doors to close once more.

Cameron clears her throat and it is like a gunshot.

‘I hate the PR team.’

What do I reply to that?

‘These Pitch meetings are a ridiculous waste of my time. No one ran female-only funding sessions when I started JaneDoe, no one ran empowerment seminars, or helped me smash the glass ceiling. No one yelled “ME TOO!” when one of the directors of the IMF put his flaccid penis into my hand at a cocktail event in the 90s.’

I have so many questions. None of them are appropriate. Instead I say the first thing that comes into my head.

‘Maybe it would have been nice if they had.’

‘What?’

There is a pause. A horribly long pause. I clear my throat and try again.

‘Maybe it would have been nice if they had, you know, helped with the penis.’

The doors to the lift open. Emily is waiting by the lift. Emily is the only person in the entire building who loves the Pitch meetings because Emily is the only person in the entire building who loves Cameron. I step to the side to allow Cameron to exit the lift first. She sweeps past me, then stops and looks me up and down.

‘Well, if I ever need anyone to help me with a penis, Mrs Galaz, I shall call you first.’

I swear that Emily’s eyes nearly pop out of her head.


Indiana

It is 15.33 and I am on the thirtieth floor of the JaneDoe Technology Building, waiting in the reception area. Other companies are waiting with me. They check their presentations, mutter about running orders, look suspiciously around as though someone might want to steal their tired and insignificant ideas. These other companies are all missing the point, the obvious and important point that I have spotted and they have not.

JaneDoe are running late.

Dr Gardner’s team have clearly made a mistake, and the pitches are behind schedule. Dr Gardner will be annoyed. I do not want to pitch to her when she is annoyed.

There is a woman who seems to be nominally in charge. She has a NotePad and a stylus. I doubt she has any real power – she would be in the meeting if she had any real power – but she is the only JaneDoe employee present.

‘I want to reschedule my pitch.’

She looks up, confused, as if I am the first to ever make this request. Maybe I am.

‘What?’

‘I should have begun my presentation at 15.30. It is now 15.36. I want to reschedule.’

She looks at the door to the meeting room and then back at me.

‘Well, you— you can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because … you’re not allowed to.’

I was right, she has no power.

‘I want to speak to your boss.’

‘I’m her boss.’

The voice comes from behind me, so I turn. The woman who spoke has just stepped out of the meeting room. She is about my age, of Spanish or Mexican descent, and looks amused at my request. She smiles at me. I do not smile back.

‘I want to reschedule.’

She smiles again. I don’t like it.

‘You must be Indiana Dylan from HWJ Tech. I am Lina Galaz.’

Ms Galaz holds out a hand; I do not shake it.

‘I am not from HWJ Tech. I am HWJ Tech.’

This time Ms Galaz laughs.

‘Well, whoever you are, you’re next, so do you want to come in or do you want to reschedule to …’ Ms Galaz grabs the NotePad from the assistant and scrolls through ‘… next June?’

I have no choice. I do not like having no choice, and I do not like Ms Galaz.

Ms Galaz pushes the door to the meeting room open and I stride into the room, accidentally on purpose clipping her with the block heel of my court shoe as I pass. I stand at the front as Ms Galaz limps into the room behind me.

Dr Gardner sits at the opposite end of the table, scribbling in a paper notebook. She does not look up as I enter the room.

I take a deep breath. I am calm and confident.

‘You are running behind schedule so I shall keep my presentation to six minutes in length.’

There are murmurs around the table. Dr Gardner does not look up from her notebook.

‘Your company revenue will drop by a minimum of 4 per cent this year. I have been tracking your performance for the last thirteen months, and my modelling indicates a minimum drop in revenue of 4.1 per cent and maximum of 5.2 per cent.’

Heads snap up from NotePads, whispered conversations stop, everyone looks straight at me. Dr Gardner continues to scribble.

‘Where did you get your performance data from?’ Ms Galaz asks loudly.

I ignore her question. A few people look nervously towards Dr Gardner. Dr Gardner still does not look up.

I continue.

‘JaneDoe leads the field of data collection and processing in Europe, but your field has been cut by 37 per cent in the past five years. The rise of quantum computing means the internet is no longer secure. Unsecured email, business and social accounts are now easy targets for cybercrime. People no longer share personal information freely on the internet. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok and Snapchat have all seen their revenues drop significantly. Google’s share price has dropped by 6.2 per cent in the last eighteen months. Without an easy and reliable way to harvest data and information, companies like yours will continue to see their revenues decrease. Your entire industry is in decline.’

The room is completely silent.

Dr Gardner looks up from her notepad and stares coldly at me.

‘Everyone here knows that. What is your point?’

I do not shrink under her gaze. I look her in the eyes and speak calmly.

‘I cannot save your industry. But I can save your company.’


Lina

My first thought when she says, ‘I can save your company’ is that it’s a fucking bold statement coming from someone who dresses like she’s trying to blend into the wall. Seriously – the woman is clothed head to toe in shades of beige and magnolia – move her to the side of the room and you’d lose her. She is the dullest and most uniform person I have ever seen.

My second thought is: If anyone can pull off such a ridiculous claim, maybe this magnolia mujer can. I mean, it’s not every day you get someone purposefully kicking you on their way into a Pitch meeting.

But, it turns out that in this situation I really can judge this book by its beige cover because, when Cameron asks her how she is going to single-handedly save JaneDoe from our declining industry she replies, ‘Because I have solved the problem of love.’

There are audible sighs of disappointment around the table and I disguise my laughter with a fake coughing fit. Cameron says nothing but goes straight back to scribbling in her notebook. If Indiana Dylan notices that Cameron has effectively shut her pitch down she doesn’t show it – her face registers no unease or disappointment, her features do not move at all.

She has four minutes and fourteen seconds left until her six minutes are up. There is no way she is going to pull this off. I sit back, fold my arms, and get ready to watch the show.


Indiana

I am not troubled when my announcement is met with the same level of dismissiveness as it has been in previous pitches. I am here to pitch to Dr Gardner, and until she leaves the room I will carry on with my presentation.

I retrieve two DataLets from my rucksack and pass one to the man sitting to my right.

‘Put this on.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s called a DataLet.’

‘A what?’

‘A DataLet. Put it on.’

‘It looks like a Fitbit.’

I clear my throat and look at him sternly, I have no time for questions now.

‘It’s not a Fitbit. It is my own design. Put it on.’

The man shrugs and straps my DataLet to his wrist.

I tap the start-up sequence into my Digital Recorder. The man yelps as the DataLet emits a small electric shock and twelve hair-thin needles penetrate his skin.

‘Ow!’

I do not waste time looking up from my Recorder.

‘Please stay calm. The DataLet is simply aligning itself to your nervous system and accessing your artery.’

The man holds his arm away from him and stares suspiciously at the DataLet.

‘You all right, Rob?’ someone laughs.

Everyone in the room is now watching him – everyone except Dr Gardner.

‘Traditional dating and love matching programs do not work. They do not solve the problem of love because none of them finds a lasting partner or soulmate for their applicants. But TRU does.’

This a bold – and not entirely truthful – statement, but my research has shown that a certain amount of drama is needed when introducing audiences to the idea of TRU. I continue and clarify.

‘Traditional programs are based upon a process that is rigid and set – they have been using the same technology and algorithms for nearly forty years. It is a sophisticated process, but the outcome is always the same – they find the consumer a soulmate who suits them at this moment in time, someone who will love them as they are now.’

People are watching me.

‘But what if something happens that changes the person that you are now? What if you become bankrupt? Lose a leg? Change your career? What happens to your perfect soulmate then?’

I pause. The room is quiet.

‘The data that is collected for use within the TRU algorithm is the most sophisticated in the world. It is ground-breaking and will change the way that you, and other companies, gather and use anthropological data in the future. But that is not the element that makes TRU unique.’

Silence. This is the response I desire – my research on how to conduct this presentation has served me well.

‘TRU is the first dating algorithm that asks, what if? The first to use not only datasets, but also quantum processing. To combine the rigidity of data with the expanse of the multiverse. And this combination results in a true soulmate match unlike any other available in the world …’

I pause to allow time for the tiny minds in the room to try to work out the significance of using both classical and quantum processing – but someone has already resolved the conundrum.

‘You’re using quantum processing to find a universal match.’

SHUT UP MS GALAZ! I want to scream, but don’t. Instead I nod tersely.

‘Yes. The use of quantum processing within my algorithm ascertains a universal match – one that is applicable in any and all realms and realities. A multiverse soulmate, a partner for life – any life.’

There are hushed whispers around the room, faces lit up, eager to hear more.

‘How much do you charge the end user?’ someone asks.

‘Nothing,’ I reply. ‘TRU is given to them for free.’

People look aghast. I continue.

‘TRU is free because selling the app is not how JaneDoe will make money.’

I grab the other DataLet from the table and hold it up for everyone to see.

‘This is a DataLet. It is the most sophisticated data collection instrument in the world. Once on your wrist the DataLet calibrates itself to your body and any form of technology you use or interact with. It then learns everything about you. What time do you wake up, what time do you eat, drink, sleep? When do you wash? Where do you work and play? Do you exercise? How do you commute to work? Do you drink? Smoke? Take drugs? Where do you shop and what do you buy? How long do you spend online each day? What websites do you look at? What is your blood type, blood sugar levels, lipid blood profile? The DataLet records your entire life for twenty-eight days.’

The room is silent. I put the spare DataLet on the table and turn to the man on my right.

‘Rob is it?’

Rob nods.

‘Rob, I have hacked into your phone for the purposes of this demonstration. I hope you don’t mind …’

Rob looks as if he does mind. I don’t care. I look down at my Digital Recorder screen.

‘Rob, your alarm woke you at 6.45 a.m. this morning. You exercised for thirty-seven minutes. You walked 2.8 miles at a rate of 3.1 mph. You have spent forty-seven minutes online so far today. You have bought three coffees, a Danish pastry, and a Greek salad. You sent flowers to your mother for her birthday but are a day late in sending them as her birthday was yesterday. Since wearing the DataLet your heart rate has fluctuated between seventy-nine and eighty-four beats per minute. Your heart rate and blood pressure are slightly elevated, which indicates you are not entirely happy in your current situation. Your temperature and brain activity also register low levels of arousal, meaning you are attracted to someone in this room.’

Rob looks down at the DataLet on his wrist, eyes wide.

‘It can tell all that about me in the three minutes I’ve been wearing it?’

‘The DataLet can tell me far more, but I am only sharing information that is appropriate for your colleagues to hear. Also, you should probably schedule an appointment with your doctor.’

Rob’s head shoots up, his eyes fill with panic.

I attempt a smile. My research has shown that humour is important at this point.

‘That was a joke. You’re fine.’

Rob doesn’t laugh. My research may have got this part of my presentation wrong.

Rob pulls the DataLet from his wrist and pushes it back across the table to me while muttering about invasions of privacy.

‘The DataLet provides you with twenty-eight days of pure, unfiltered user data. For free.’

I am finished. There is a slight pause, and then the room erupts with questions.

‘How does it work?’

‘Are those tiny needles?’

‘What is the algorithm?’

‘Is it viable? Have you tested it?’ Lina Galaz asks.

This question I decide to answer.

‘I have been running a TRU trial for over twenty-four months with 8,219 initial test subjects. TRU has a 96 per cent success rate with users finding their match – if one is available within the control group – and 100 per cent of matched soulmates are still together. I am increasing membership monthly, and now have 12,646 registered users.’

I glance at my Bracelet, which is strapped to my left wrist.

‘I have thirteen seconds left. Time for one more quick question …’

‘Is it international? What if I match with someone in Australia?’

‘Do you wear it 24/7?’

‘Does everyone have a match?’

The questions are coming thick and fast, but there is only one right question and, of course, it comes from Cameron. She stands and the room falls silent.

She does not smile as she asks her question.

‘What happens to the data that has been collected after the match is found?’

I do not smile as I reply.

‘Whatever you want. You own it outright.’


Lina

There are no more questions after Cameron’s. She rips a page out of her notebook, whispers a few words to Fran, and then leaves the room – giving the notebook page to Indiana Dylan on her way out. Indiana Dylan shows no emotion as she reads what is written on the notebook page. I wonder briefly if she is the next-gen robot rather than Emily.

The room is still buzzing with chatter. Fran looks stressed, but then Fran always looks stressed.

‘People, people listen up please! Tom – I need you to cancel the rest of today’s pitches and rearrange. Sean – Cameron would like you and the rest of the hardware team in her office in five minutes. Finance, you’ll be needed at seventeen hundred hours. And Lina’ – Fran turns to look at me – ‘Cameron asked that you take Ms Dylan to wait in your office—’

Emily pipes up. ‘That might not be the best idea. I can take Ms Dylan downstairs for a coffee …’

Fran shakes her head.

‘Cameron asked Lina to do it,’ she says.

I nod. Emily is aghast that I have been given a job she would have been so much better at. I give her a big shiny grin.

I didn’t want to give Emily credit in the meeting but she is not wrong about my office – there is no way I can take Indiana Dylan there. So, as suggested, I take her downstairs for a coffee and hope we don’t meet Emily on the way.

Indiana Dylan stands silent and ramrod-straight next to me in the lift, I unconsciously pull my shoulders back. She does not seem pleased or excited by how her presentation went or by the fact that Cameron has, seemingly, made her an offer. She is completely emotionless.

‘That was the first time I have ever seen Cameron ask a question,’ I say.

Silence.

‘Or make an immediate offer.’

I glance at the notebook page. I am desperate to see what is written on it. Indiana Dylan looks pointedly at me and puts the page in her pocket.

‘She’s obviously really impressed with your product …’ I throw a little bone in there ‘… and so am I.’

Silence.

‘You did a really good pitch.’

‘Yes, I did.’

Finally.

‘It’s such a unique concept. How many of you worked on it?’

‘Me and my assistant.’

‘What?’

‘We worked on it. It’s our product. We designed, developed, programmed and created it.’

‘Just two of you?’

‘Yes.’

I am very impressed – I don’t want to be – but I am.

‘That’s so much work. It must have taken years!’

‘Three years.’

Three years is ridiculous.

‘Jesus! How on earth did you do it?’

She turns to me, unsmiling.

‘We worked hard. And didn’t waste time on needless conversation.’

The lift arrives at the ground floor and the doors slide open. Indiana Dylan strides out, leaving me staring after her. I was just trying to be nice. I resolve to sit in absolute silence as we drink our coffee or tea or whatever beige, bland drink she decides she wants.

But, as I step from the lift, Indiana Dylan puts on her taupe coat. I look at her.

‘What are you doing?’

She looks back at me.

‘I am putting on my coat.’

‘Why?’

‘I am leaving.’

‘Why?’

I am vaguely aware that I sound like an idiot, but I cannot comprehend what is happening.

‘I will not be accepting Dr Gardner’s offer.’

She adjusts her rucksack on her back.

‘You … you’re leaving?’

‘I am leaving.’

She can’t leave! She has been told to stay. No one refuses Cameron. No one. I am jolted out of my confusion.

‘You can’t go!’ I practically yell. I grab her sleeve.

She frowns down at my hand and gives her arm a little shake to free it from me.

‘I can go.’

‘No – sorry – of course you can, if you want to. What I mean is that Cameron has made you an offer and has asked you to stay, so if I were you, I would bloody well stay!’

Indiana looks at me blankly.

‘But you are not me.’

She twists on one sensible-height heel and is gone. I am left with words half-formed in my mouth and panic rising in my soul.

I get back in the lift straight away and head up to my office. I need to calm down, to think, to invent a reason why I have just allowed the best product we have seen in the last three years to slip through my fingers. I need to work out how I am going to tell Fran, how I am going to tell Cameron. I need my office to do it. I need my clutter and my familiarity and the confusion that calms me and helps to clear my mind. I take a deep breath as I reach my office; it is all going to be okay, I will sort it, I will think of something, I always do, it’s one of the reasons I have kept my job so long. It is all going to be …

Fucked. It is all going to be fucked.

Because, as I open my door and look into my office, I see him. Sitting in my chair, in the middle of my clutter, staring out at my view.

Jack Hunter.

He turns around, his face frowning for the briefest of moments before breaking into a charming smile.

‘Lina! How are you? The door was open.’

Shit.


Indiana

Ms Galaz was right – Dr Gardner did give me an offer for TRU – but it is not an offer that I will accept. None of the companies that I have pitched to have made me an offer that I will accept. This is annoying, but I will not spend time thinking about the problem now because today is the twenty-third day of my menstrual cycle and I have another important appointment.

As I walk across City Square my Bracelet buzzes. I look down at it.

Please call the office

A message from my assistant, Peggy. I tap the EarBuddy in my right ear twice.

‘Call office.’

Peggy answers the phone before the first ring.

‘Hello Indiana. How was your day?’ Peggy asks.

I ignore the greeting.

‘What do you need? It is the twenty-third day. I am not coming back to the office.’

‘I know it is the twenty-third day – I am your diary.’

‘So why did you message me?’

‘Right Hand Solutions have requested you consult on their quantum firewall. It is urgent, apparently.’

I sigh. Despite having a genius-level IQ, being the director and sole employee of a cutting-edge development company, creating the most sophisticated data-harvesting technology on the market, and building the – soon-to-be – most advanced computer system in the world. I still need to eat and pay bills, so I occasionally consult for companies far less accomplished than my own.

‘Fine. Tell them I will address their issue first thing tomorrow.’

There is a momentary pause and I feel my Bracelet buzz slightly as Peggy accesses my latest readings.

‘Your serotonin levels are high. You are tense.’

‘Yes. I am tense. I have been in three pitch meetings today and none of them has resulted in a viable offer.’

‘All of your pitches have resulted in viable offers. You have decided not to accept the offers. There is a difference.’

Peggy is right. I have had offers from every single company I have pitched to. Unfortunately these offers always involve me either joining the company or consulting on TRU for a lengthy amount of time. I do not want to do that.

‘I am too busy to spend time on an old project, and TRU is an old project,’ I say to Peggy.

‘I understand that. They do not.’

Once more, Peggy is right.

‘How was the pitch at JaneDoe?’

I do not want to tell Peggy but I have no choice.

‘They want me to consult full-time for a year as part of the deal.’

‘So you rejected the offer?’

‘I rejected the offer.’

Peggy is too attuned to my needs to say, ‘I told you so’, so instead changes the subject.

‘Someone has been ringing the office reception doorbell.’

‘What?’

‘It has rung four times in the last hour.’

‘Access the intercom and tell them to leave.’

‘Should I ask them what they want?’

‘No. Tell them to leave. Are we done?’

‘Yes. Enjoy your evening.’

I tap my EarBuddy again and disconnect without saying goodbye. I never say goodbye to Peggy. I don’t see the need.

Today is the twenty-third day of my menstrual cycle so today I am going to have sex.

I have sex on the twenty-third day because it is when I am least likely to conceive; it is also the point of the month where I am at my most sexual and need to satisfy my carnal urges. I like sex and I like orgasms and if I have both on a regular basis it helps to regulate my moods and allows me to concentrate fully on my work. I masturbate three times a week, but have yet to find a vibrator or dildo that is as pleasing as a penis.

On the twenty-third day of my menstrual cycle I also drink alcohol. I don’t normally drink alcohol; it impairs my brain activity, makes me sluggish, and interrupts my sleep patterns, but I do like the taste of it. I like whisky and champagne. Not together. So, before I have sex, I go to Searcys at St Pancras and drink champagne. I like Searcys because they do high-quality champagne and I can sit at the bar and am rarely approached. I find that three glasses is enough to give me a low buzz of pleasure but not enough to impact my performance the next day.

After drinking my champagne, I am relaxed and hungry. I go to my favourite noodle bar and eat a bowl of ramen with pork belly and drink a glass of water to help rehydrate. I then find someone for sex.

I have never been in a relationship and have never had sex with the same man twice. I do not desire romantic or emotional entanglement. My life is rich and fulfilling and I do not require a relationship. I am not someone that would ever want – or need – to use TRU. Despite very much enjoying intercourse I do not find the social precursor to finding a sexual partner pleasurable, so I have, in the past, used male prostitutes; but I do not like the clinical nature of the exchange or the moral ambiguity of using such a service. So, I now frequent the Meet Markets to avail myself of sexual partners.

The Meet Markets are a collection of huge warehouses on the outskirts of New London City that have transformed into mega-clubs following the demise of social media. If you do not have a good quality quantum firewall installed on your computer then the internet is no longer a safe place to socialise. Only the very rich and the very protected can afford to maintain a strong social media presence. People must now socialise and find sex through a non-web-based medium, so they go to the Meet Markets instead. The premise is clean and simple; if you are in one of the Meet Markets, you want sex. There is no chasing, no small talk, no ambiguity, and no flirting needed. It is modern and clinical and suits my needs precisely. I am rarely inside one of the Meet Markets for longer than ten minutes, and tonight is no exception.

I enter the Blue Jean club at precisely 9.06 p.m. and am approached by three men immediately. None of them are to my liking. The fourth man that approaches me is agreeable. I ask to see his teeth. His teeth are straight and polished – if he takes good care of his teeth it is likely he extends the courtesy to the rest of his body. We leave the club together three minutes later.


Lina

Jack Hunter. Handsome, charismatic, friendly Jack Hunter.

Jack is a software engineer in my team. He is bright, knowledgeable, smart, funny, friendly, and always accessorised with a charming smile. He is by far the most popular employee in the office – everyone loves Jack.

Except me. I don’t love Jack. Jack pisses me off.

I work hard. Really, really hard. I am in meetings all day, then still have work to do after those meetings, so end up staying late most evenings. I work at weekends, I rarely take holidays. When I had my son, Bruce, the law said I had to stay away from the office for six weeks, but I was working from home three days after giving birth. My life is a constant juggle of meetings and work and home and work and sleep and work – a never-ending wheel of effort – it never stops and I never get off.

Jack doesn’t work hard. Jack doesn’t have to. Jack coasts through life and through JaneDoe with a constant grin on his face, riding the wave of being white, male and good-looking. Jack and I joined JaneDoe at about the same time – we used to work in the same team, he worked hard, I liked him. But then, one day he stopped working hard and started coasting. He hasn’t had a promotion since and he doesn’t care. Why would he? He’s happy as he is, drifting along downstream, blissfully unaware of everyone battling to swim upstream beside him. It pisses me off.

And he has just been on holiday for two weeks. I have never taken a two-week holiday – I have never even taken a one-week holiday.

‘Jack. You’re back.’

‘I am. I missed you.’

He grins at me.

‘Of course you did. You’re in my office. In my chair.’

Jack glances down at my chair as if he has just found himself in it by accident.

‘So I am.’ He looks around my office thoughtfully. ‘I think I like your office the best. All the other offices are so … clean.’

He grins again. I don’t smile back at Jack. I have been the recipient of his charm far too many times to be fooled by it any more. Jack does like my office – I once caught him taking a nap in here. I walk around my desk and stand over him.

‘I’d like an office one day,’ he says.

‘I think you have to do some actual work to get an office. Get out of my chair.’

He laughs, stands up lazily, stretches, then steps slowly to the side to allow me to sit down. I expect him to leave, but instead he sits on the edge of my desk.

‘So where is she?’

‘Where is who?’

‘That woman everyone’s talking about, the one from the Pitch meeting …’

Shit. I am grabbing my laptop bag from under my desk when he asks and am relieved he can’t see the panic on my face. I decide to stay under my desk for a bit longer.

‘Why should I know where that woman is?’

‘Emily said you took her for a coffee.’

Double shit. I should have known. Emily loves Jack as much as everyone else does, so of course she will have moaned to him about me getting the job of looking after Indiana Dylan. I wish I’d bloody let her do it now.

‘You all right down there?’

Jack’s face apears under the desk with me. I pull back quickly, bang my head, and sit up again. I look at him, he looks at me. I rub my head.

‘You lost her!’

Shit.

I look around my office in panic as if Cameron might be lurking and listening.

‘Shhh! I didn’t lose her.’ I cross to my window and look out. What am I doing? Hoping to spot her? ‘She left.’

‘She left? Why didn’t you stop her?’

‘I TRIED!’

I run my hands through my hair. I am starting to panic.

Jack laughs, walks around to the other side of my desk, and slumps down into the chair opposite me. I glare at him.

Jack is the only person in JaneDoe who would dare to enter my office uninvited – even Emily doesn’t do that. Jack doesn’t care about me, my job, his job, JaneDoe, my work, his work, or my stress levels. Jack doesn’t care about anyone or
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