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1

Two red orbs from the black. Sometimes this is all you get. At night, if all the lights are off, this is all you get, glaring back: two red orbs from deep black.

These are its eyes. Scarlet, but bloodless. It makes them strange. Eyes with no blood, no whites, are strange. No irises, no change, strange.

And they do not blink. Homebots have no need to blink. Specks of dust in their eyes won’t bother them. No sties. And they do not cry. There are no tear ducts, and anyway, what would they have to cry about?

At night. Lights off. Two red orbs from the black.

Robots have yet to become sentient beings, though they may be on their way. Susie Sakamoto doesn’t think too much about this. Instead what she thinks about is her husband and son, who are most probably dead, and these days she wants to be quite dead herself. She spends most evenings balled-up on the couch, dishevelled, angry, hurting, hungry without ever really wanting to eat, pondering the best way to go about putting an end to it all. A final solution. Is there? Is there really any way out of this?

The silver, one-metre-tall homebot (Model SH.XL8) is hoovering the living room floor, sucking up dust through the soles of its feet, almost silently, hovering like it is weightless, like it has no body at all and is not a compact, complex mass of wires and circuits encased in plastics, chrome, metals, whatever the hard actual stuff of it is called—Susie does not know the names of such materials, nor does she particularly care; she has enough to be dealing with. The dirt gets collected in filters in its lower section and gets compressed, and those filters can be later removed, emptied out into the rubbish bin by the ’bot itself. That’s right. It is able to remove its own filters. It knows what to do. It can clean itself out without any apparent fuss. It can go about its business without any discernible hitch. All menial tasks are done in this way. Fuss-less. Homebots have become rather adept.

Susie tries not to think too much about its efficiency, but lately, yes to be honest, lately she has started to think more about it, because she is alone with it all the time, and because she seethes. Yes, Susie hates being alone and she is full of animosity towards this machine. This feeling has never really popped up in her life until now. A concept she has ever only really encountered in gritty late-night dramas, and the news that fills her screens.

Hate? Never before. Not until terror and missiles. Until no son. Until no husband. Smoke in the sky. Until the confusion of existence.

Until homebots.

She could do it all herself, of course. Susie could open up the machine, remove the dust and clean it inside and out . . . if she wanted to. She can cook too. She can do lots of things. She is able. She is not incompetent. She could look after herself just fine if push came to . . . but push never does. So she just lays there, in the womb of her room. In her condition. Her deep despair. Her piteous and addle-egged mind. What a world it is that has become pregnant with this troubled thirty-five-year-old, and her lying there foetus-like. Gravity pinning her right down. Gravity seems so much heavier these days; her bones, now leaden and so hard to move. She is rooted. Rooted to this spot. So firmly, so horribly stuck.

She is getting annoyed too, right at this minute, watching the homebot move with such purpose. It almost taunts her. Does it know it taunts her with its light movements? Its ceaseless airiness of motion and its bombination. These are the things a woman is supposed to be doing in her own home: cleaning, tidying, not lollygagging the way she does. A woman should be up and at ’em. Should be house-proud. Ebulliently so. She should be tearing around the house with rag and cloth and pan and broom and duster—the Japanese women in all the other houses are like this, without hesitation, full throttle, as it is fully expected of them—but she just can’t seem to face it. She can’t face any of it. Her eyes are closed tight. But the darkness provides no balm at all.

Music plays loudly. If the neighbours hear it, they never complain. They know she is a foreigner and she might not understand them. Even if they speak very slowly, raising their voices like she is either deaf or downright dim, she might not get it. They are harsh like this, harsh in their summations, their quick conclusions. They are like this because they know all about what she has been through—neighbourhoods like hers are small and gossipy, it is best to leave her alone, leave her at it, whatever it is she does in the midst of that aural commotion, leave her alone, for the time being at least. Foreigners, especially the contrary kind, are best left to their own devices. This might be the general consensus. The people of the neighbourhood can be kind and courteous, helpful when called upon, but really, they would much rather not get involved. Much rather steer clear. They never get too near. They tend to veer.

She often sees them peek out behind their curtains, shiftily, and disappear again, swiftly—one of them was at it just the other day, a tall silhouette, peeping out. Actually it didn’t seem like a nosey woman at all, seemed more like a tall man, a large frame; what on Earth was he staring at, his eyes on her house as she entered it? But she does not care much one way or another what they do, or what they happen to think. They surely have their own petty lives to be getting on with. Let them peep all they want. Let them ogle. The loud music is enough for her right now. Loud, earache-inducing, and enveloping her in her womb-room, or it is a tomb? Sometimes it’s hard to know what’s what. Womb. Tomb. The rhyme might be enough, simple but evocative words, to go along with the sounds she immerses herself in. It is the kind of drone music that she has recently begun to favour, though most would be hard pushed to call it “music” at all. It emerges from speakers all over the house. From the walls. From the ceilings. The bass vibes even rise up through the floor and can have you trembling in your socks, massaging your vulnerable toes. Susie has it set that way. That is one thing she does actually want. She imagines the heavy drone to be the March of Death itself, through some dark dungeon it comes, on its way for her, ominous, scythe-wielding. Susie listens to the noise from the speakers and accepts all that, embraces it even, imagines the worst. Its main function however—that obscenely loud industrial thrum—is for it to drown out the noise of her thoughts, the constant idle inner chatter, and drown out the sear of her grief. It isn’t working though. Not this evening. Not any evening. It isn’t enough. It just isn’t good enough at all.

She gazes out from the captive couch, her features blank, listless, lifeless. Her eyes are wide open, but they are not really seeing anything. Susie was once a strong and vital woman, once full of jokes—bawdy jokes she remembered from the pubs of home. Once she was lustful for days and all the days contained. That has all disintegrated however. Masa is gone. Zen is gone. The life force seems to have been sucked right out of her.

And the homebot continues vacuuming.

It stops intermittently to look at the human lying there and Susie returns the look, though instead of blank innocence hers is sheer disdain. This has become a face of hers. You’d never guess that once she was lustful for days and all they proposed. Once she was adventurous, seeking, a seeker, yes, up for it . . .

“Music off,” she grunts.

The music immediately stops.

“I thought you liked that music, Miss Susie.”

Susie shoots another look at the homebot. A look of white-hot contempt now. So quickly she can summon wrath from the pit of her. What is it that annoys her so much about this machine? What is it exactly?

Everything.

It’s bloody everything about it.

“Would you like me to play a different selection?”

The homebot’s wide oval face turns again to its controller as if awaiting instruction. This was the way Masa and his team wanted it to be seen: naïve, blank, almost foolish, the face of a foundling in a basket stuck in the rushes.

The body of this machine is rigid, yet poised. It is always like that.

Rigid.

Poised.

A small, red strip of light flashes to a luminous blue at the side of its head. The kind of light that has been on machines for years, simple, letting humans know that something is occurring. This basic functioning lets Susie know that it has got some details to work out, that there are some neural mechanics at work. In truth, Susie understands very little of its construction, its design, its operation—that was Masa’s field—but it does let her know that she must be on her game, and must be ever wary, vigilant. For some reason she cannot yet bring herself to trust the bloody thing. It is as simple as that. These may be the first domestic robots on the planet that are fully operational, officially sanctioned, yet to treat them like a family pet . . .

Stories abound about these things, and not just in the Japanese language that she can hardly follow, but all over the world, in other countries that are also beginning to experiment with mechanical domestic servants. Every developed modern society these days has its tale of usurping factory machines, automatons suddenly and surprisingly alive and hell-bent on human harm, and while Susie usually gives short shrift to such apocrypha—TV networks simply keen on boosting ratings with scare stories—she still knows enough to be careful with any semi-thinking thing in her house. That’s the way it is these days. Been building for years. Experimentation. In the name of progress, convenience, enhancement. There is little anyone can do or say against it. There never is. Progress. That’s what they call it. The posters are everywhere. The video images on the streets and on the trains and wherever you care to look. Progress is. Sometimes it stops at that. The sentence lingering there and seemingly incomplete, only of course it is complete. Progress is.

And Sunny lives in her house.

Yes, a domestic service robot lives in her house. Its name is Sunny.

And she has to keep her blue, melancholy eyes on its red, glaring ones. Ever wary.

“No, thanks, Sunny.”

Susie practically spits out the name. Where has all this venom come from? So quick to revile, so quick to emotionally flame these days. When she was young she wore light summer dresses and a light blue cardigan on soft summer days and walked with her grandfather along country lanes and skipped and whistled and sang in high notes as a girl, high notes of high feelings, marvellous moods, summers of honey and autumns of blackberries and winters where she skated on the lake when it miraculously froze over and was full of hope for some kind of future, was once full of hope for the way things would turn out; but now only these constant feelings of revulsion. For the missiles that come with increasing regularity, for the ever-threat of war, for her husband and son vanished and gone, for this machine that moves around her living space, and that she has to put up with, this thing, the airiness of its every motion, day in day out.

This hate stuff. It rises from within, erupts from the core of her, and now she stinks to high hell of it.

The homebot remains motionless for another moment and then it begins to vacuum again, the dust collecting inside it, being stored, compacted, and its body hoovering there, hovering there, a few centimetres off the floor, as if it carries no weight at all, as if it could suddenly fly like a crane over the rice fields, as comfortable airborne as it is stalking through wet land. Sunny weightless. Sunny light as a crane.

Susie feels nothing but weight, the weight of her body, the weight of her thoughts, the weight of her sadness; each cell of her is lumpen, burdened, she practically chokes on the very weight of each breath.

“I shall empty these bags of dust, Miss Susie. Then resume vacuuming. What room do you want me to do next, Miss Susie?”

Susie Sakamoto shrugs. Couldn’t give a shit.

“Was that a shrug, Miss Susie? Does that mean that you are not sure or that you are allowing me to make the decision. Miss Susie . . . ?”

The voice is nasally, sometimes almost shrill. Why had Masa programed it that way? The endless Miss Susies. Couldn’t it have been given a deeper voice, something a little easier on the ear? There must have been millions to choose from. Was it a rushed decision? Just to get the thing up and running? Surely, they could’ve put a bit more thought into the voice, surely there were options? It seemed like a cruel joke on her now.

Susie shrugs again to the echo of Sunny’s questions. She sometimes toys with it. Just to see how much it can understand. How much it can deduce off its own bat, without instruction, without set codes. She tests it. Every day provoking a little. Keeps it on its toes. Or is it to keep herself on her toes?

The blue light flickers fast on the side of Sunny’s head, but its body is as stiff and inflexible as ever.

“Is that what you want me to do, Miss Susie?”

It is also damnably persistent. Annoying. Always interfering when she seeks rest. Upsetting the calm with its inquiries as to her well-being. And to her horror she can hardly remember a time pre-Sunny. What was that like, before the reliance, or the over-reliance? It seemed so long ago, when city folk actually did things for themselves, by themselves. Their own chores in their own households. Seems like another age entirely. Another era. Sunny hasn’t been there that long—is it a couple of years already? She can no longer keep track of time. Perhaps the homebots were always meant to be here. Destined. Yes, perhaps their destiny was always to be here in this city, on this land; the world has always been awaiting their arrival—is that it? Giddy was Man with the promise that the machines would save us. Save us? Save us from what? From ourselves? From the chore of hoovering?

Susie closes her eyes. In her own head there are no lights flickering at all, just the sound of crashing ocean waves: water against rocks, again and again, which is somehow soothing and terrifying at the same time. Is that what death is really going to be like? Terrifying, knowing that it is the end, but maybe, ultimately, assuaging, not a scythe-wielder at all then, nothing so outlandish, nothing so . . .

She tries breathing deeply, tries meditation. In, out. Deeply. She tries to calm herself down. Tries to expunge the bad thoughts, let them evaporate, away, away . . .

In. Out.

Deep meditation—but that never seems to work either.

“Are you waiting for me to take the initiative? It is not beyond my capabilities, Miss Susie.”

The homebot is still standing there. They have patience, endless patience. It is disconcerting to see just how much of it they have. Standing there. They can do this for hours. Awaiting instruction. They do not have the tiredness in their bones, the lagging of exhausted legs, the drowsiness of spirit, the headaches, the heaviness.

“Just do the damn tatami room, then, if you want to; I really don’t give a shit.”

The homebot understands her every word. Congratulations, Masa. It hardly ever fails with her speech, her accent, even her deliberate mumblings. How astute. How marvellously well-made.

“Yes, Miss Susie.”

Sunny is about to move away but it can sense that Susie is not quite finished.

It senses correctly.

With its back to its controller it stops and waits.

“The house looks clean enough to me. I don’t mind if there is a speck of fucking dust floating around in front of my face every now and again. It’s something to watch, isn’t it?”

Sunny remains suspended. Its head turns a full 360 degrees to face Susie, and its blue strip of light flickers again.

“Is that a rhetorical question, Miss Susie? I suspect that I do not need to answer it.”

And the vocabulary on the fucking thing! And the sense of all-encompassing knowledge. It’s the swot at the front of the class—the annoying nerd you were dying to punch, or at least “accidentally” step on their glasses when they were “accidentally” knocked off. Susie had never been a violent child—where was all this coming from? She looks at it with as much scorn as she can muster. Sometimes she thinks she could go all out and take a baseball bat to it . . . just be done with it, destroy it, annihilate, for good. How enjoyable would that be? It would certainly give the neighbours something to natter about—the mad Irishwoman swinging a baseball bat in the middle of some quiet afternoon, interrupting their green tea and biscuit break to look at her, battering the silver home robot till it was nothing but loose bits and scraps. Look at her go! Debris. Nuts and bolts. Wires. All over the floor. Flying out the windows. Windows that are also shattered by the bat-wielding wild woman, batshit-mad bitch. Circuit boards and smoking silicon, everywhere, everywhere! Some spectacle that would be. Sunny scattered all over the place. Sunny no longer. Sunny no more. Silenced. No more Miss Susies. Progress halted. Science stilled for a minute, enough to get your breath back. Progress is . . . not. She’ll keep all that in mind.

The homebot turns its body fully, and holds its position like a gunslinger in an old western, arms away from its body, as if about to draw.

“Continue your chores,” says Susie Sakamoto.

Sunny takes stock of the room, its red orb eyes revolving around, surveying every nook and cranny, deciding what needs to be done. Analysing. Yes. It can.

“I could turn on the screen entertainment for you, Miss Susie. Would that be something that would please you?”

Susie closes her eyes and sighs deeply.

“It is late, Miss Susie. It is time for you to go to bed.”

She no longer keeps track of time. It is all meaningless to her. Hours amorphous.

“Would you like any herbal tea before retiring?”

You see, “retiring”! The fucking words! Was it Masa’s idea to have it mimic the manners of some British period drama, some Victorian novel? Is it a butler, a valet? For fuck’s sake.

Ignoring the homebot, irritated by the homebot now, Susie breathes deeply again. Sometimes it takes all her energy just to converse with the bloody thing.

“Mr. Masa always recommends you take herbal tea before bedtime.”

Susie keeps her eyes shut tight. The extra lines on her forehead, the crow’s feet at the edges of her eyes are more pronounced than ever, over the last few months they have etched into deeper ravines and become longer, making longer courses through her skin—they make her look older than her thirty-five years, or just very tired, maybe she just looks so oh-so-very tired. After all she has been through. And all she has yet to go through. There is always more. She knows that. Thirty-five years on the planet has taught her that much at least. It is never quite over. Or just when you think it is . . . there will be more shit headed your way. She whispers “fuck off” under her breath. She whispers it, but makes sure it is loud enough for the homebot to engage. She has at least fire enough to still play games, and she does so enjoy these little tests.

“I’m sorry, Miss Susie. I didn’t quite catch your instructions.”

She opens her eyes and does everything she can to make her features convey utter derision.

“I said: no thanks. I’m fine. I’m going to bed now.”

Just how good is it at reading facial features? Why did she not ask Masa more questions about it, when she could have? When the two of them were there, and it was busying itself around them. Why did she not learn more about it? Laziness. Was it as simple as that? Is that how she has always been? She should have studied the manual when he proposed explaining it to her. She should have listened. These were just experiments, these service homebots, and in her city only were these things tried. Other countries had their toys too, but not as developed as this. The company he worked for, ImaTech, were proud to debut the new work in Masa’s own hometown, much to the jealousy of rival firm Wowmirai. There were unveilings. Ribbons were cut. TV cameras zoomed in and there was thunderous applause. Three cheers. Hurrah for technology. Progress is. But Susie had hardly paid attention; like all people everywhere, she just accepted whatever technology was available, and hoped that whatever machine one happened to be using, whatever device, digital or otherwise, worked without hiccup, and if there were to be any hiccups, someone else would always bluster in to sort it out. The most she wanted from any device was a longer battery life—who could argue with that? That was the way she used to live her life. And she was sure millions of others were exactly the same. That was the way it used to be for her. Her clever husband. Good at fixing things. A tech-head. He could fix anything. A genius. That’s what they said. A nerd. They said that too, even with reverence. He would always be there, wouldn’t he? Masa would always be there. Of course he would, with his expert ways, his quick fixes. She had never even considered the alternative. It never once crossed her mind.

Who would fix her now?

“OK, Miss Susie, if there’s . . .”

Susie rises abruptly from her position on the couch and speaks sternly to her servant.

“Command. Restart at 6:30. Wake me at 7:00 am. Homebot service system enter standby mode.”

The homebot immediately halts, its eyes flashing briefly from red to green and then the deadest black. The sudden silence is stunning. The total lack of whirr and buzz is extraordinary. You do not notice the hum until there is no hum at all. It’s like she’s been sucked into a vacuum herself, and swirls there in the void, the absolute absence. The silence and perfect peace now: Susie almost bathes in it.

In the bedroom she looks around, forlornly. Solemn Susie. Sombre Susie. The saddest Susie in the world standing there.

Her bedroom slippers by the bed, grown grim from usage but still the most comfortable things she’s ever worn, are now tattered and torn. This must mean something. Comfortable, then torn apart, unravelling, hole in the sole; when lonely: everything analogous.

The wardrobe: clothes hung up tidily inside it. On the left side: hers. On the right: his. Side by side. Ordered. Neat. But his, obviously, lately, untouched. Such pathos in all this, in the even thinking of it. Trousers that accommodate no legs, jumpers that don’t get pulled over to muss hair anymore, fabrics stiff, with nothing to look forward to but moth balls—it is the lonely mind too that personifies clothing; she has a good working homebot downstairs, if she wanted company she could just talk to the bloody thing. Why doesn’t she? Imagine that. Imagine sitting in the living room having a tête-à-tête with Sunny. How’s tricks, Sunny? How’re the wife and kids? Go anywhere nice on holiday this year?

On the dresser is Masa’s comb. Strands of black hair entwined on the teeth. Greying with dust and already-decay. All these things, inanimate things of a world that conspires against her. They are rising up and crashing in on her, all these things. Waves, waves, and she’s the lone ravaged rock.

She catches her own reflection in the full-length mirror and hangs her head. Is that shame? Disappointment? Guilt? What kind of face does she wear in this hushed bedroom when there is no one there to see her?

Forlorn Susie. All alone. Tattered and torn. This is what she is now. A pitiful creature. Furrowed features. She is not the full human she once was, she is certainly not that anymore. Once she lusted for days and all they contained. Once skipping and skating and honey and funny and zestful.

Not now.

Put a hand near her and it might slip all the way through; neither flesh nor blood nor beat nor bone inside. Ghost-like. Spectral.

Susie slowly takes off her clothes, and throws them randomly around the room. A sock hits the wardrobe. Her skirt is let awkwardly fly to land at the door. She is momentarily a bratty child, loose, unchaperoned, encouraged to an excess of non-conformity, caring not about order, caring not about tidiness in the world. Her grandfather always encouraged such abandon. He was inspirational. She thinks of him at moments like this. He would have seen the child in her now. Boldly playful. He would rebuke the ghost and summon the child. There is life yet, he would say, life yet, and we must prize.

She gets into bed wearing Masa’s boxer shorts and a ragged T-shirt with the words “Luck of the Irish” written across the chest. The irony is not lost on her. In her odd-ball, ornery way, it is esteemed; naturally she wears it every night.

Under the blankets then and the night’s frosty nip immediately abates. She is warm so quickly, even without her loving partner. She peeps out at a picture on the bedside stand. A beautifully made family photo. Proper. Framed. Professionally done. Arranged. She reaches out to touch it, but it is only the disappointment of glass, not the fond familiarity of flesh. They are smiling in this one. This photograph. This record. All three of them. Aglow. It was only a year or so ago. An adventure park with swings and slides and rock climbing facilities and . . .

But two of them are gone.

Susie’s eyes fill up with tears, and she shuts them tight before they fall down her cheeks. It has been this way for weeks. Is it months already? Her chest tightens. Time. Track. Her lostness. She hopes that sleep comes quickly and will appease with dreamlessness.

“Lights out.”

To the empty house she calls her order.

The lights obey.

Silence and darkness is all.
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Owls live by night. Live by fright. Their stares strike fear into mice that scurry, always in a manic hurry to get away from them, away from them, away from them. Look how fast these mice can go, see how they run, bursting with fear, with petrifaction. Owls strike calm poses, but deadly threats, strike fear into tiny frantic hearts, nocturnal panic.

Owls have been known to attack bigger things: badgers, dogs, humans even. Swooping down from the back of the black night and attaching their talons to the side of crania—always the right side, always the right side of the crania—and digging in deep there, scratching and digging and sinking those claws in as far as they will go. They could rip you to ribbons all right. They could pluck you to pieces all right. Night bulges with fright.

Not many people know these things. Not many people give owls any consideration at all. The time of day. Why would they? They are prey-birds of the night. Best kept out of sight. What you don’t see doesn’t bother you, won’t make you feel uptight.

But sometimes.

Just sometimes.

A pair of round eyes you’ll find, staring. Right back at you, from the back of the black night.

And then you know that they are there. Then you know for sure that they are there. And you should take care.

Owls, by night. By fright.
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Half-heartedly, Susie Sakamoto washes herself. She looks directly up at the shower head and lets the warm water cascade down her face. There is always great relief in this, as if she is melting away one face to see what kind of other appears beneath. Another face? Is that what she means? Or another thing entirely? Something alien? If it is a human face discovered there, is it one that is more beautiful? Susie knows she is no model. She was never one to turn heads on the street. But she is attractive enough to always have had people interested, quick to companionship, quick to land a decent if not extraordinary boyfriend—it was perhaps in her dimples universally praised, or the lively eyes that always garnered its compliment quota, or the thick and lustrous hair.

The night had been laden with dreams again. First, the fire of the aircraft explosion, and then the ocean, the waves, and the bodies sinking down, gurgling, the crippling struggle for breath. The dreams are of drowning, and if not of drowning in water then of suffocating, and if not drowning or suffocating then she sees flames on skin, down to the lucid lurid details of hairs singeing and then the skin crisping, blackening, flaking off.

This is how she wakes: gurgling, gasping, or burning.

She is fast to rise and abandon the sheets and eagerly wants the night washed away from her, down the shower drain; she wants to be cleansed of dream and dread, cleansed of anxiety and anguish. Or just plain clean. She wants to start the day at least that way. Just clean. What new face will appear? Or reappear? Her own dimples? Her eyes still lively after her three decades, or losing their sparkle as she heads towards a fourth?

Naked she steps onto the scale-scanner. But before she even attaches the side nodes to her temples, before she even allows the top of her head to reach into the yarmulke-like helmet, a green light passes over her body and the mechanical, familiar female voice begins:

“Weight 54 kilograms. 10 grams lighter than yesterday, one kilogram lighter than last month. Immune system under threat, therefore an increase in the uptake of vitamins and amino acids is essential. Extra zinc supplements needed to boost the immune system and ward off the risk of sickness or disease. Breakfast recommendation is a small serving of muesli in low-fat or soy milk, fresh fruit of at least three varieties, and a glass of freshly . . .”

How is this happening? She has not fully connected herself to this machine, and yet here it is, working like that, working for her, informing her, telling her truths she does not really want to hear.

“Command system off,” she says with some irritation.

She knows the spiel. She has heard the castigations from this appliance often enough. No human would ever be perfect enough for it. It only relayed her faults. It put a dampener to her every day, destroying before she had even begun. Masa had insisted that they get fit and healthy together. Walks in the park. Jogging. Yoga. Dance classes. But when it came down to it, he didn’t have the time. No time for any of it. They didn’t attend a single class together, save for one meditation class. Instead he lumbered them with this godawful machine and its bald, brutal honesty. It was free of charge of course; his firm had manufactured it, just as they manufactured everything else these days. Every device in the house bore the stamp of ImaTech. She often jokingly checked her own arm or legs in front of him to see if there was a label or serial number on her.

But how the hell, here in this bathroom now, has the health information monitor (HIM) managed to tell her all of that without her acquiescence? She hasn’t attached the nodes, she hasn’t said a word of instruction, entered no code or details, has given no urine sample to its side container, and yet . . . has it thought . . . without her?

The machine stops and its operating lights quickly fade as Susie steps away from it, reaching for a towel. She dries herself vigorously, trying to wipe away her own paranoia, and she takes deep breaths. She finds herself hungry, her stomach rumbling, and she knows she will have to eat something. All this preparation, this maintenance of the body, it was all getting so bothersome, so tiresome.

She could just waste herself away. It is possible, isn’t it? Just to stop everything. Down tools. Stop eating. Stop drinking. Waste away into herself until she’s nothing but a fetid sludge on the spotless tiles. Clean that up, Sunny! Clean that mess up, would you, please!

But that would all be too slow a process, wouldn’t it? If Susie was to go, she thinks it should be fast. An evaporation. A quick vanishing. The magician’s box flung open . . . and the box bereft!

She brushes her teeth. Or at least the brush brushes her teeth. She just holds it, hardly even moves it anymore. Who cares if her teeth go yellow, go green, fall out broken, chipped, obscene? She remembers the brushing ritual with her husband. The ablutions. Mornings. Nights. Both oral hygiene machines going at the same time, and it was always a competition to see which battery would die first. Susie’s always did. An earlier model perhaps? Had she been duped? Or had Masa kept the best ImaTech ones for himself, giving her a substandard Wowmirai? Competition: it was in his nature.

The tooth-brushing memory makes her turn for a second. Is that him standing there behind her now? Is that a presence she feels? Masa? Has her man come back to her? She had seen a movie a few months ago, before the crash; a man had died and spent the whole film wandering around with a sheet over him, back to haunt his grief-stricken lover, that thin, brittle but beautiful actor that had been in all the movies of that era. Susie would give anything to have her husband appear behind her, sheet or no.

And what of her beloved boy, bounding around the way he used to do? Zen. Her lovely son. The house is so quiet without them. The silence—certainly the homebot’s—can be blissful, and also she has known it to be nothing more than baleful.

There is only steam on the surface of the mirror. The dream of steam. Quickly evaporating. Leaving no image at all. And there is only herself in the mirror: Sullen Susie Sakamoto. Languid and lost. She hangs her head once more. Are you there yourself, Susie? Are you really there? Is it time to start readying yourself, time to start considering your departure? Think on it. Think deeply. Go on. Think on it. Now.

The breakfast cereal is a kids’ one that Zen used to insist on. Maybe that’s what gives Susie the energy she needs to plough through her working hours. It is loaded with sugar. It is practically nothing else. It cannot fail to get her going. She decides to ignore the advice of the HIM. Why she even goes ahead and stands on the damn thing every morning she does not know. She sits at the morning counter and spoons the sodden flakes into herself without any great hurry, without any great joy either. So many of her functions have become like this, so . . . mechanical. She is little more than a robot herself.

She briefly basks in the notion that Zen liked this stuff—it is for her a kind of sharing now, as if they can be pulled back together, metaphysically, side by side, if only in this brief sugar reverie, this quick whimsy, this morning chimera.

The news channel is on the screen on the wall. She takes little notice of this every day, but on this morning her eyes are drawn towards a beach. It is a bleak, grey beach, and a bleak, grey female reporter is standing there, microphone aloft, keen, ready, and soon imparting.

“Sunny!” Susie shouts.

From the bowels of the house, sensing desperation in its controller’s voice, Sunny responds:

“Yes, Miss Susie. I am on my way.”

It arrives within seconds and approaches the morning counter. Sometimes Sunny is the nearest thing to a dog, Susie thinks, loyal, brisk in its eagerness to please . . . but no, nothing so loveable; there is no flat pink tongue lolling, and its eyes are not liquid and lovely as a canine’s, and certainly Susie wouldn’t ever dream of patting it, petting it. It’s just a machine.

“I don’t know the command. Masa used to do this. Can you change it to English? I can’t understand a word of what she is saying.”

So many of her days have had episodes like this, frustrations with language or culture, frustrations with things that she was unaccustomed to or disinclined to engage with.

Sunny’s head turns to the screen on the wall, and with its eyes flickering from red to blue and trained on the TV system, the reporter’s voice is dubbed immediately into English.

“Although the explosion happened over two months ago, bodies are still being washed ashore or found by diving teams. Searchers are saying that they are still not giving up on the ten bodies that remain unrecovered. Marine experts however are less optimistic stating that the chances of finding anyone alive from the wreckage or swept the couple of miles inshore are extremely unlikely.”

Susie stares at the screen. Her spoon is in mid-air and milk drops from it. She forces herself to take it in her mouth, as if it was a foul medicine rather than the sugary delight it was just a moment ago. So quickly things change in her life. So quickly: bitterness. She must be cursed. That must be it. She must surely be cursed.

She hates the words they use: “bodies”, “unrecovered”, “wreckage”, they are so brutal, and worst of all, “extremely unlikely”, which is just plain mean. She knows the harsh reality of all this of course. She’s not stupid. If a missile flies in the close vicinity of a moving airplane, then air gullies and gusts and spins and loops and dials and whatever go haywire, and then that plane crashes into the ocean, and the most likely outcome is that everyone perishes. That’s it. Isn’t it? Isn’t that just it? You don’t have to be an “expert” to know that much. The North Koreans had been sending missiles for years. Testing. That’s what they called them: test missiles. The fat leader and all his bland-faced but not-quite-so-fat chums beaming with success: the thrill of their threat. But sooner or later they were going to hit something, or be close enough to send an aircraft into a spiral. And it was going to be no accident. War. It was on the cards now. Like it has been for decades. But now it seems more than ever. Eventually the Japanese were bound to cave, and tension would no longer “escalate” and “simmer” and “mount” but would spill over to fully fledged military operations: bombs, bombast, bullets and blood . . . or maybe none of these things at all, those notions seemed so old-fashioned now, the stuff of old movies—Susie used to watch such old movies with her father and grandfather, how did they ever allow it? Perhaps they were visionary, saw such portent, and the movies were educational: take heed young lass, this is all ahead of you, ahead of everybody—it was more likely a simple button or two now to end it all, nuclear fallout; the flick of a switch, and the rest just rubble for the historians to rummage through and make sense of, to tell a story. But there would probably be no humans left. Complete annihilation, most probably. Who would tell what story? Susie finds herself tickled by the prospect.

She thinks back to the day she said goodbye to her son and her husband at the airport. Zen was so excited about his first trip on an airplane. They were going to South Korea; Masa had a conference (as usual “giving a talk”) and decided that he’d take the boy along with him—Zen was on summer holidays anyway, and it would be a good experience for him to see another country—they hadn’t yet taken him to Ireland, but it had been discussed: the long haul, the educational aspect of the experience, a chance to bond with the other side of the family. He looked so cute with his little rucksack on his back going through the security gates, eager to be getting on with his new adventure. They waved at Susie and she waved back at them, disappointed at their departure, but aware of its importance. Susie loved her boy: she was a good mother. Susie loved her husband: she tried to be a good wife. She loved her roles, this duality. There was so much easy, straightforward love to go round. How simple it was when they were together. A love that didn’t need to be stated. It just was. How could she ever have known that it was to be their last time? The final image presented to her: a
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