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Prologue

 

My first
reaction was,

“Not my Talker.”

News, of
course, had already come through that a few Talkers had gone
missing. That that news hadn't come via my Talker should have given
me pause for thought. It hadn’t. I was confident that I’d treated
her fairly; and, superciliously, I had blamed the disappearances of
those other Talkers on their D-of-C’s neglect.

My
Talker had not suffered such neglect. I had assiduously kept all
the ruffians and viragos away from her, had even secured for her an
apartment near the office so that she only had to walk two
corridors; and I had arranged for someone to be there always to
walk her back and forth from work. On occasion I had even
accompanied her home myself.

Before
we proceed any further let me here make one thing lucidly clear —
I, Farley Judd, am not a good man. I am not a bad man either. Just
so you understand that I am not seeking plaudits.

And
before any sneering cynic suggests that I was keeping that Talker
to myself, for my own sexual gratification, let me here also tell
you the reason for my being late to the office that
morning.

Usually
it was a gross miscalculation if I was early at the office. What
D-of-C, I ask you, needed then to be in their office for more than
an hour a day? So long as the Talker was functioning, so long as
the machines were working, the D of C’s presence was most certainly
superfluous.

Both
Talker and machine were capable of using their initiative; at least
to the extent that they could hold any questionables until the
D-of-C or a Sub arrived. And arrive I always, sooner or later,
did.

To spend
all day in the office was to become caught up in the invention of
work and the perfidy of Service politics. I had found that if I was
not in the office I was less likely to be stabbed in the back than
if I was there all day reminding them of my existence. On top of
which the less that I did the less fault could be found with
it.

Idleness
aside, I had better things to do with my days than lounge about the
office. That day, for instance, had been taken up with a
sophisticated sixty six year old. Hardly alibi enough to be late
for work, you might say, nor sufficient to refrain from indulging
the odd body of a Talker. I should, however, point out here that I
am over fifty years old myself and that this particular sixty six
year old was in supple trim and.…

I have
to confess that I but bedded her out of curiosity — to see where
she’d put the wrinkles. And that I'd got rather drunk to do it.
With the consequence that I never did discover where she kept her
wrinkles... Which is all very glib and unfair of me...

Truth be
told she was a classy lady, her every word a witticism, her every
movement a refined gesture; and, at the time, I had felt honoured
to be allowed into her bed.

And,
truth be told, I was simply not attracted to Talkers. Those short
chunky legs and large fat feet repelled me. While their immobile
faces I found utterly daunting.

Talkers,
male and female, I found easy enough to work with — they fulfilled
their function: I fulfilled mine. Any speculations I had, though,
about bedding the female variety were distinctly without desire,
with the absence even of base lechery. But let the stupidest of
ordinary women walk past, one wiggle of her overweight hips and,
mesmerised, I follow. How, though, could one become allured by hips
that were twitching only thirty centimetres above floor
level?

On that
station there were over 100,000 people. Of those 100,000 at least
25,000 had to be women between the ages of 20 and 70 and,
therefore, sexually active. If, optimistically supposing, a quarter
of those 25,000 women were both desirable and available on any
given day, then even the most priapic and promiscuous of males
would have his work cut out satisfying them all. And I was neither
that horny, nor that indiscriminate, nor that energetic — at the
age of my prostate every other day was my optimum, twice a week if
I was lucky. So what did I need with a Talker?

That’s
not to say that I didn't understand the sexual fascination that
Talkers inspired. The fascination of the new, the different, the
exotic; an adolescent-like obsession that should with
gratification, though, have instantly lost all its power. And
Talkers were obliging enough. One only had to ask; and, with their
featureless voices, even a refusal was without
embarrassment.

Possibly
it was their very featurelessness which so repelled me — have one
and you’d had them all. Because, should a Talker have accorded you
the satisfaction of your perverse whim, then, once you'd sampled
the passive delights that a two meter torso and thirty centimetre
legs had to offer, once you’d sated your particular fancy, and once
you'd laid to rest all the rumour and mythology concerning their
sexuality, then you were left with some very boring, with some very
one-sided sex.

So we
are left with the Talker fetishists.

And they
were fetishists first and foremost, Talkers just happened to have
become the object of their inveterate serial obsession. Those
fetishists were the freaks I protected my Talker from; and, I
suspect, those fetishists were more taken with the Talkers’
impassive faces than with their peculiar anatomy. That selfsame
impassive physiognomy being exactly why I found Talkers so
unappealing, so very unexciting. But I could see how some
fetishists could become unbalanced by their attempting to elicit a
spontaneous response from a Talker, and why Talkers were so often
found physically and fatally abused, the passive victim of bizarre
bondage or excessive flagellation...

And my
Talker had inexplicably disappeared....

So when
I had finished mentally cursing her for her ingratitude, my second
thought was that some fetishist had kidnapped her and was holding
her against her wishes.

My Sub
had looked through her apartment. Her plants were still there. So I
notified the police, gave names or descriptions of those fetishists
I'd had to warn off from her door, and of those others whom I had
seen near her once too often for it to be a coincidence.

For the
moment that was all that I could do, except stay in the office and
explain to irate users why they couldn't have Talker time, tell
them that we still had machines. About which they made disparaging
remarks.

Wherever
I was posted as D-of-C, including one station where they had four
Talkers, I insisted that all machines be functioning at maximum
efficiency. You will, therefore, suppose correctly that I never
wholly trusted Talkers. Talkers were, after all, semi-human, were
open to some and more of the same disorders as the rest of us.
Trouble was, despite standing orders to all stations, machine
competence was not universal. Machine-transmitted messages,
therefore, owned a regrettable tendency to disappear into
space.


Notwithstanding that tendency I still insisted, during my
brief visits to the office during my brief tenure of office, on all
important communications being duplicated by machine — to keep the
machine system functioning if nothing more. Granted machines
weren't instant like a Talker, but what message needed to be sent
that quickly, could not wait six or seven days for a reply? The
rubbish, the office tittle-tattle, that I had to refuse even as a
Sub...

“For the moment,” I told all enquirers, "you will have to scale
down the speed of your operations.” The Traders of course kicked up
the biggest public stink, privately offered the largest bribes. My
intention was to hold off until I definitely had my Talker back;
then I’d be the one who decided the price.

But my
Talker didn't come back.

 

* 
*  *  *  *

 

“Tell me Farley Judd why this station is without a
Talker.”

This was
the Departmental Director speaking and two days later.

So on
the ball was this DD that it had taken him two days to discover
that the station had no Talker. Which also goes to show just how
much of the rubbish transmitted is totally unnecessary. And that's
another thing — I had pitied all my Talkers the inconsequential
claptrap they'd had to mouth.

I
started to relate my two day search for our Talker. I completed one
sentence.

“What d’you mean?” the DD expostulated, “’Gone missing?’
Talkers stay where they're put!”

Every DD
I have ever known, no matter what their usual colour, when in my
presence they seem to be waiting for an excuse to turn purple and
pop their eyes. This particular DD normally had a greenish tinge
about him. Not now.

“You’re implying that she has gone missing of her own free
will. Talkers have no free will.”

That's
what the police had said, though they hadn't been anywhere near so
polite. Fishface, Snakeskin, Runtlegs, Flipperfeet I’d heard my
poor Talker called as, with the police, I had followed up the
descriptions of those I had thought might have kidnapped her for
their own perverse purpose.

The
police also called on a whole catalogue of other fishface
fetishists whom I would never have suspected of being so inclined.
All of those fetishists to a man, and the several women, vehemently
denied even passing fancies for Flipperfeet, expressed great
loathing for their waddling physiognomy and their featureless
faces. According to the policewoman, the young policewoman, the
comely policewoman, the unforthcoming policewoman, their avowed
aversion to fishfaces was par for the perversion.

Each
pervert, curiously, had complained nervously about the disappeared
Talkers having broken their oath of fealty. In one form or another
that disregard of their vow was what had most upset their depraved
minds and misguided libidos.

Our
search of the station having been unsuccessful, police forensic
were now sampling the recycling cisterns for evidence of Talker
remains.

“And when can we expect some definite results?”

Why 0
Why do one’s superiors always adopt a sarcastic tone for even the
most innocuous of questions? To advertise, for the record, their
superiority?

“As I had it explained to me,” I ever so humbly informed the
DD, “possibly never.”

If the
Talker's body had been treated in any number of ways — beginning
with acid and ending as a well-marinated casserole — the remains
would be unidentifiable. That prospect didn't please the DD. I
doubt it pleased the Talker much.

“And in the meantime this Department'’ Communications are in a
complete shambles.”

“Certainly not,” I huffed. “We have machines still. All at
premium function.” I’d had to fight hard for funds to maintain my
machines.

“And intolerably slow.”

“But reliable. They, at least, won’t take themselves off into
the black beyond.”

The DD
was now out to cover his tracks, pin the blame on me.... what else
are underlings for? And maybe if he'd been a good DD, then maybe I
would have accepted a little of the blame. Maybe. But the absolute
best that could be said of this DD, after a careful weighing of his
every virtue, after making a regretful note of his few minor
failings, was to say that he was extremely good at
sleeping.

He was
now in the process, for the record, of working himself up to the
apoplectic purple again. I made no attempt to soothe him. Firstly
because I am sure that the many DDs I have known have appreciated
the pleasure to be had from a good shout, from having a full-blown
tantrum, and the louder the better, their inhibitions lessening
with the increase in volume, a self-gratifying emotional release
unrelated to my minor misdemeanours, grateful only for my having
given them the excuse. They had all, each and every one, seemed
indulgently fond of me afterwards.

I also
made no attempt to placate this spluttering buffoon because, with
my first promotion to full D-of-C, I had vowed never again to lick
arse. As D-of-C all I wanted, all I want, is the perks of office
and to go no higher.

I had
also applied no unctuous balm to this swelling DD because I knew
that no-one in Service gets demoted over so trivial a matter. I
also knew that if the DD wanted to make this even an official
rebuke, then he had not employed the proper procedures; and I knew
too, to the last semicolon, the correct process for the arraigning
of any Service employee, be he ever so high or ever so
humble.

This DD
was not going to arraign Farley Judd; because Farley Judd was
certain to appeal; and Farley Judd was certain, during the course
of an official appeal, to point an accusing finger at his accusers,
and to cast many an aspersion concerning their character and their
competence (lack of). And, even were those accusations and
aspersions to have been so much fabrication, no-one in Service is
that ‘clean’, has no ‘past’.


Promotion, especially in the higher ranks, makes buggers and
beggars of them all. No-one, therefore, is going to risk an
underling making an official appeal. Awkward subordinates like me,
whose promotion prospects they can't threaten, are going to be
quickly removed — with superlative recommendations — to the closest
vacancy. Which is why reading between the lines has become such a
Service art.

This DD
was trying to write between my lines. His bluster, though, couldn’t
frighten me; with my serial sexual proclivities this would not have
been the first Department that I had left with my ‘name besmirched
in Service circles.’ (Until the next similar scandal.) Such
promotions are called ‘lateral.’ A Service wag dubbed mine
horizontal.

The DD
wrung his hands (literally) over his being the only station to have
mislaid its Talker.

“Wrong,” I told him, deliberately didn’t elaborate. His eyes
strained in their sockets.

My one
Service ambition by this time was to make a DD explode. Especially
a snobbish green bastard like this one, painting himself to
highlight his genetic purity. A half hour after our first meeting
he had patronisingly said to me,

“0f course a Space mongrel such as yourself can have no concept
of the pride....” Me, Farley Judd, I’m pink through grey to yellow,
depending on my alpha rhythms. This DD, though, and the D-of-S
(Black) were forever preening their ancestry before one
another.

I
suppose I could, like others, have developed a bogus ancestry and
have tinted myself accordingly; but I don't particularly enjoy the
bullshitting company of men. Apart from the office, the only men in
whose company I find myself are those at the gym; and they are men,
like me, wholly concerned with their appearance and the toning of
their muscles. Unashamed poseurs all. Like consorting with
like.

D-of-S
is a post sought by the often flagrantly unscrupulous. Supply it
must have been who’d told the DD of the missing Talker. Like seeks
like. Click, click, clickety-click-click, the pieces all fell
neatly into place. (Mine, forgive me, is a cynical view of a
felonious society sycophantically fawning and ineptly falling over
itself.)

“Supply.…” I said out of nowhere, staring into the middle
distance at computations of infinity being revealed to me. And,
peripherally, I saw the DD shrink watchfully back from his bloated
extrovert rage into his smaller greener self.

Ours was
a busy trading station. To be rapidly informed of any dramatic
price shifts would be handy knowledge for any insider trading. Some
of the smaller traders had already begun moving their centre of
operations out to a substation which boasted a Talker but few
docking facilities. The bigger traders were stuck here. Nor would
the Director of that substation give up his Talker without a fight.
And once the smaller traders were established there, having stolen
a march on their bigger rivals, they too would fiercely resist the
Talker's removal.

No
wonder then that this DD and D-of-S were so concerned about our
missing Talker. What did that Talker know? What, I answered myself,
all other Talkers knew....

“Supply does seem,” I avoided eye contact, as if wary of
directly accusing the DD, “very bothered about this....”

“We are all concerned. You say other stations…?”

“Supply, though, does seem particularly concerned.…”

“Naturally. Supplying a station this size requires a definite
timetable.”

“Most supply has its own volition, takes care of itself. Most
of it's still done by machine. Why d’you think Supply is so
concerned about our Talker? D’you think,” now the ingenuous eye
contact, “I should ask the police to look into it?”

“I’d rather,” the DD breaks uncomfortable eye contact to glance
at piece of paper, “we found the Talker. And you say they've gone
missing from other stations?”

“We could, of course, find another Talker and ask them about
Supply. All Talkers know everything about each other. So they tell
us.”

“You think it might be a good idea,” the DD leapt feet first,
“to see how other stations are coping?”

“With our Talker missing I've got plenty of work
here.”

“Delegate.”

He
wanted me off-station, time between us, so that no matter what any
other Talker might tell me, by the time I returned it would all be
old news, of little consequence. The DD's sweat reflected his green
tint.

“I don't know....” I resisted his urging, “I've ordered a
replacement for our Talker, but until....”

My
hedging was not heartfelt. I wanted to go off-station. If only for
domestic reasons. A temporary removal would get me away from my
consort, allow me to sample again a few days of freedom unfettered
by deceit.

Fifty
years old was too young for me to give up on life and retreat, for
the sake only of simplicity, into a timid corner. So it was that I
let that greener-by-the-second DD talk me into investigating the
‘Missing Talkers Phenomena.’

And
that’s how it all began. Almost.

 

* 
*  *  *  *

 

Within
our apartment, at my desk, I sat in classic pose, forehead on my
fist.

The idea
was that I was composing poetry and that I was, therefore, not to
be disturbed. The fact that the paper before me was blank was
evidence only of the process in action; poetry being the pure
distillation of a multitude of abstracts….

What
nonsense I used to talk. What nonsense people once so gladly
believed of me. The poetry of Farley Judd was a gross pose.
Granted, I had once had some poems published at a publisher’s
expense, but that only goes to show how totally gullible are the
people of these times. The first use of poetry, for me, has always
been to impress myself softly into the small warm ears of women, to
ease myself soulfully into their accommodating beds. And, in my
poems, I have accused other artists of wanton
cynicism....

Let me
here declare that at fifty I was too old to be a poet, was just
being clever with words. Any poetry written by anyone beyond the
age of thirty is a passionless pastime, is whimsy only, is a
narcissistic playing with words and form. Poetry at that age is not
the fountainhead of emotion, be it of love or disgust. And I still
owned loyalty enough to the poetic ideal to despise my
beyond-thirty pretence.

Truth be
told, even here I am being unfair to myself: I early had sense
enough not to mistake a seductive pose for a vocation. Twenty two
published poems are a precarious foundation on which to build a
livelihood. Instead I stuck in Service and played the
dilettante.

And old
social habits die hard: I'm used to mocking either my poetry or my
Service post, depending on my audience. That pretence has become
me.

I'm
trying here to be wholly and prosaically honest and I am finding it
heavy weather. Because, to be honest, I enjoyed both my poetry and
my D-of-C work; but, such is our society, that I was not expected
to take pleasure in either.

To
survive in this society, to excel in my career, I have become
ingrained with subterfuge. I have lived lies. I ache now for
honesty.

To add
to my own confusion many of my more psychoanalytical friends have
queried my almost singleminded desire to bed women. They have
called it a twisted sublimation of my latent homosexual desires,
have called me chronically insecure, hare said that I suffer from
penis inferiority, vaginal envy, impotency fears, Oedipus and
Atlanta complexes….

For my
own complex part, citing my artistic tendencies, I have claimed
that my poetic sensitivities have been ravished by the classical
form of Woman and my life's desire is to fully experience Her
Body.


Privately I am more of the opinion that I simply like
fondling the tits and buttocks of goodlooking women prior to
sticking my upstanding member into them. Amend that — the tits and
buttocks of women: they don't have to be goodlooking.

My
Service position and my poetry enabled me to indulge my pastime.
Find a quiet corner in a Service social gathering, lower my voice
to a husky tremolo and use, at random, profound and multisyllabic
words; which when added up don't mean a damn thing, save that I
think the woman’s sensitive enough, dupe enough, to be impressed by
them. And I watch their pupils dilate with the very throaty and
intimate culture of it.

Nor are
intelligent women immune to its transparent charm. The very
meaninglessness of the spiel appeals especially to the more cynical
women. It amuses them to make of me a mere plaything, to toy with
and gratify my carnal masculine lusts, while verbally abusing me in
the process.

This use
that I make of what passes for poetry is another of the reasons I
don’t much like the company of men. My whole persona is geared
towards getting inside women’s underwear: any attempt to
simultaneously impress men would detract from my seduction
technique. Whereas, with guttural poetry, I can brush aside all
flimsy objections, all tenuous loyalties and vague moralities. Such
poetry out of context, however, will not impress the menfolk: they
readily see through the pose to my lecherous intent towards their
womenfolk.

Not all
women, more’s the pity, are so readily forthcoming. A few happy
words and a glad hand on the left buttock might suffice a very few;
others require a lengthier courtship. One such was sitting in
silence behind me that evening, was the sole reason for my pretence
at creation.

That
evening I didn’t want to talk to Perri Erbach.

The
reason being that Perri Erbach had the knack of eliciting
confessions from me even by her silences. And she could be
monumentally silent.

My guilt
was making me keep my distance. And I felt guilty not because I’d
been unfaithful to her bed. (Though in actual fact it was my bed.
Being a Service apartment it had made economic sense for her to
move in with me.) No, with my life style, being caught in flagrante
is an occupational and occasional hazard; and in an enclosed
society is inevitable. Indeed there is no bigger farce than being
unfaithful to your woman in a small closed society — is she only
pretending not to know? Or does she know that you know she knows
you've been unfaithful? Etcetera. So Perri may well have known
about, or suspected, my peccadillo three nights previously with the
sixty six year old. (I don’t mean to harp on about her age: it is
simply a convenient distinguishing label.) But, until Perri chose
to act on any knowledge, or on any suspicions she might have, our
arrangement was safe.

No, what
I felt guilty about was wanting to leave her. Such a desire was new
to me.

Normally
my women left me for what I regarded as my perfectly innocent
transgressions. At bottom, I think, it was my lack of
discrimination that offended most of my women. Should their rivals
have been more fashionably attractive than themselves — as was
sometimes the case — then they all could have beaten their own
fulsome breasts, have bewailed their female misfortune, and have
schemed narrow-eyed to hang onto their peripatetic man. But when
their ‘rival’ resembled, at best, a squashed pastry on doughy legs,
then their disgust rapidly took them from me.

Why, you
may wonder, would I be attracted to a squashed pastry on doughy
legs? An aphorism any discerning shopper knows is not to be misled
by the packaging. With such an amatory policy many is the time that
I have indiscriminately chanced upon a ‘bargain’.…

You may
also wonder why, with my philandering proclivities, I should
cultivate a regular attachment. But, as I have already said, some
women require working upon; and it seems inequitable to reap just
the one night's reward for a month’s cultivation.

This
makes me sound far more cynical and unsentimental than, in reality,
I was. For instance I was genuinely fond then of Perri Erbach; and
her pretences to me and mine to her were no more than most
cohabiting couples. As I have also been genuinely fond of most of
the women with whom I have lived, have been sorry when they have
left me. To say, though, that I loved them, which I nevertheless
did say, is not wholly accurate.

With my
experience I know which women will immediately reject any overt or
ribald advances. Though, thankfully, I can still be occasionally
surprised — a timeworn innuendo bandied back and Farley Judd's in
happy business. But there do exist women to whom the idea of sex
simply does not initially occur. Such women, so alien to my lewd
self, fascinate me.  I set out to win them. To do so I have to
fill their every horizon. Their every thought has to be of me. And
this is a lascivious strategy without equivocation, not some
perverse ploy to satisfy my ego. Because to win her I have to loom
large before her, to be the focus of her obsession, of her
infatuation. In order to love I first have to become
loved.

And such
I had done with wistful Perri Erbach. Poetry and painting had been
employed; so too fine wines, exotic foods and soulful concerts.
Thus did I satisfy all of her senses bar one. That aching void she
finally begged me to plug. But on her terms. And living together we
accommodated to one another, and desire evolved into, slowed into,
a fondness for, an indulgence of one another's foibles and
oddities.

Thus
indulged I sat there aping poetry and felt guilty. So unused was I
to leaving a woman that the very unfamiliarity almost provoked real
poetry. However, so blithely unaware was she of my self-agonising,
that I came close that evening to hating her.

The
above emotion was familiar, has to be known by many a philandering
man. You spend hours picking up courage to look directly at the
woman who knows you have been unfaithful to her. And when, finally,
unhappily, you turn your unwilling eyes onto her.... she’s looking
elsewhere — into a screen, into a book — and she’s smiling! You're
the one then who feels betrayed. All those dark self-accusing
thoughts you've done battle with, the ignominy you have heaped upon
your own treacherous head, all that bravery in the face of her
overwhelming righteous criticism, that sense of martyrdom on the
altar of your own ultimate honesty — all of it gone to waste
because something else has caught her fickle attention.

I
cautioned my galloping thoughts. The only reason I felt guilty was
because I wanted to leave her now. It was not as if I did not want
to return to her. I did. I would have been quite content to keep
Perri Erbach as my constant companion, watch the years fatten
her.... After I came back.

Why, I
asked myself, did I want to leave? The answer was simplicity itself
— because I like moving. Normally I never stay anywhere long enough
to hang the pictures on the walls. Before this station the longest
I had spent anywhere was 2 years on a station where the DD and I
had shared an understanding and her capacious apartment. And I had
been two and a half years on this station already, the latter one
and a half with Perri Erbach, and she had hung some pictures on the
walls.

Perri
was an illustrator of scientific journals. She didn't though seem
that interested in her work. Didn't in fact seem that interested in
anything very much. Her holos were often sloppily executed. Her
fitful housework too always seemed incomplete. She gave me the
impression of someone passively waiting and that whatever it was
that she did while she waited was of no account. However, when,
whatever it was she was waiting for arrived, she’d then, although
she didn't yet know what it was, but she’d then breathe fire and
perfection.

So it’s
not as if I felt trapped by Perri’s vigilant domesticity. She
allowed me great latitude, never queried my excuses for my
occasional nocturnal absences. No, I simply wanted to move on, to
leave the place, to have it at a distance and the memories of it
encapsulated in a smell, a taste, a tune. Stay in any one place
and, I knew, the memories would lack edges, would simply be Before
Now. Then. Sometime. Once. My going away now would give me a
memorable datum. And my going, after all, was on official
business.

Taking a
deep breath I decided to throw myself on fate, to let events take
their course. (Not that I'm a fatalist, but I tend always to take
an historical view of the present — what will all this matter in
ten years time? I am temperamentally inclined, therefore, to see
any actions of my own as inconsequential. A humility that is at
odds with my otherwise robust ego.)

“Perri,” I turned on my seat to face her. She had a book in her
lap, read to the end of the paragraph before looking up.

“I've got to go off-station in the morning. Those missing
Talkers. No saying how long I’ll be gone.”

“You want me to leave here?” It was her stock response, her
verbal hold on her sexual independence. Her finger marked her place
on the page.

“Of course not. I'll just be gone awhile.”

“You got everything ready?”

“Yes.”

“Anything there?” she nodded to the desk, her finger still on
the page.

“Not yet.”

I turned
back to the blank sheet of paper. She moved her finger off the
page. I wondered if she would have continued reading if I’d asked
her to vacate the apartment.

 

* 
*  *  *  *

 

Merton
Drew is one of my few male friends. I made his station my first
port of call.

Like me,
Merton is a womaniser, except that he has somehow managed to
reconcile the promptings of his loins with the pursuance of his
ambition. Or maybe Merton simply has more energy.

Merton
is an architect. I deliberately seek out social contacts beyond
Service. The motives of lay people I have found to be a deal less
obtuse. With Service people one is never sure exactly how one is
being used. I've been used to settle scores, arouse jealousies....
Merton Drew simply enjoyed my company. As I his.

That
afternoon he certainly greeted me with an enthusiastic hug, to
which I but feebly responded. Hard to hug someone of his massive
stature.

“You staying long?” he put me down.

“Your Talker here?”

“You’re not a flipper fan?” We hadn't met for five
years.

“Ours has gone missing. I was hoping yours would tell me where
she’s gone. Save me looking any further. Where do I find
her?”

“It’s a he. And he isn’t here. They tell me he took himself off
a week ago. Making a right balls of itineraries apparently. Anyhow,
they’ve sent off for a replacement. In the meantime we’ve got an
evening ahead of us.”

In our
earlier days together neither of us had liked dealing with our
station’s Talker.

“It’s their chubby little legs,” I remember Merton confiding in
me. “They remind me of a baby’s. All the time I’d think myself sick
for wanting to have sex with a baby.”

I
remembered that Talker as having had a particularly inanimate face.
To make him change his expression Merton and I had played several
elaborate practical jokes upon him. Two of which had backfired; one
ending up in a hot-blooded woman being sent half way round the
galaxy on a fool’s errand. And we were the fools. But that’s
another story. They’re all other stories. Too many other
stories….

That
inauspicious afternoon, finding a quiet corner of a quiet bar, we
harkened back awhile to other old times, to what we foolishly used
to be. Because, for all the virile outward show, Merton, like me,
had reconciled himself to the attainable. He saw himself now, not
as a planner of cities, but as a specialist in globular
substations,

“While the fashion lasts.”

However,
assured that I was still something of my old self, Merton told me
that he had an orgy planned for the evening and that I was, of
course, invited. The journey had been three uneventful days. The
saturation sex Perri had seen me off with had long dissipated. But
an orgy...?

I knew
exactly what it would be. Males of various ages, shapes and sizes
outnumbered by young girls who would all look as fashion dictated.
Merton claims, often, that he is providing a public service in
supplying young maidens with the experiences they crave. And only
young girls go to orgies: in later years most women, the desperate
aside, decline so public a satisfaction of their sexual appetites.
Merton, though, is a public performer, his motto a lewd paraphrase
of the finance house, ‘It’s not how much you got it’s the use you
make of it.’


Listening anew to Merton that afternoon I began to wish that
I’d brought Perri with me. But then, wherever I am, I’m always
wishing I was somewhere else with someone else — occasionally even
I wish I was someone else — and all those wish people have shared
my every experience.

Although
I’ve been to several, I dislike orgies. Much as I dislike any
singleminded crowd. People en masse are usually vulgar and
aggressive. But what I find most off-putting about orgies, and this
may sound ridiculous, is that they aren’t intimate enough.
Uninhibited yes. But that only to a degree, because sex with more
than one person is lacking in some essential. Possibly it is
because in any orgy we are playing to an audience of two or more
people and we are therefore adopting a single persona, presenting
ourselves as a complete person, as a finished product. Whereas,
with just one other, we are less defensive, can display our
multiplicity of personalities. We can confuse and enjoy confusing
and adapt to our partner's changes without fear of a third pair of,
possibly cynical, eyes.

I was
that day, however, a stranger on a strange station; and Merton and
I were of approximately the same age, so I couldn't claim to be
getting too old. And Merton’s offer was the best I’d had yet. So we
went.

The
venue was a leering trader’s lavish apartment. And, like most
orgies, it started by everyone self-consciously sitting around and
smiling stupidly at one another and waiting for someone else to
make the first move. That someone else was, of course, Merton. He
lifted one of the girls, an eighteen year old, high above his head.
She squealed, got her legs on either side of his ears and his face
disappeared into her tunic….

That was
the icebreaker.... The first pairings off began immediately — some
on the floor, some on the sofas. Above all that indecorously
heaving flesh I finally espied what I sought, a shy blonde young
thing. Her I could impress with my poetic reticence for so public a
passion, and spirit her away to my hotel.

A
quarter of an hour later my poetic fancy had her in a cab, and a
quarter of an hour after that we were making the poetry of life.
Two hours later I was asking her to please leave my bed.

Getting
old means having to assiduously apply different ointments to
different parts of your corrupted flesh prior to going to sleep.
Consequently an ageing fucker like me finds it less embarrassing to
wake alone in the mornings. I don’t have to suck my stomach in,
don't have to avoid breathing my night’s corruption over her
unlined face. And better to bid farewell to my night’s love when I
have some notion of my appearance, when my facial muscles haven't
been softened by sleep into gaga idiocy.

I told
the girl that I had to leave early in the morning to go in search
of absentee Talkers. Important business, my tone implied. My age
alone made it sound important. That sensitive young thing had taken
great delight, whilst we were in the animal throes of our lust, in
telling me that I was older than her own father.

I never
saw Merton to thank him before I left.

 

* 
*  *  *  *

 

The
constant travelling, in the round of Departments adjacent to my
own, upset my circadian rhythms. My brain didn't know whether it
should be awake or asleep. My bowels were equally confused. And I
had bad dreams. Nothing unusual in my having bad dreams; but all I
had for company, for days and nights on end, were those
dreams.

We are
all of us, when awake, accustomed to looking for meaning in all
that externally happens about us; like the impure, but largely
unconscious, eye we keep on our lover’s underwear. So too, on
waking, do we look for meaning in our own dreams. But, whereas in
the day the distinctive sounds of someone’s footsteps means that
they're returning home from the bar, that it therefore must be gone
midnight and in a minute we’ll be hearing their music.... in our
dreams we create our own images from our own minds; and the most
those inflated images mean is that we're worried about something,
or preoccupied, or that, unconscious, we slip unguarded into old
anxiety states. I dreamt that I was the one being pursued, that I
was the one who was about to be found out….

Nor was
the disruption confined to my own psyche. As Merton had said,
itineraries were all to cock. On three of the stations I visited
the docks were overbooked, resulting in a backlog of hours. After,
in my case, three days confined alone in a small ship, those
administrative delays were infuriating. Some of the waiting
freighter crews had been in their ships for fourteen days or more:
it surprised me that there was no physical violence done when,
finally, those freighters were allowed to dock.

When I
docked it was to find that their Talker had disappeared, no he
wasn't on the station, didn’t I think they’d’ve looked, now, if I
didn’t mind, I could see that they were busy….

They
should have kept their machines up to scratch. Even so, three times
I was left standing around like a spare prick at an orgy, and
wondering guiltily how my own Department was faring.

The next
home station I came to unannounced had no backlog. It had no-one.
Not one ship had called there for four days. On docking I was
besieged with questions. The answer to my only question was a
negative — they had no Talker.

So eager
for news were the inhabitants of that shunned station that I was
taken immediately to a bar and treated. Glad of the company I told
of the chaos on other stations, of how there were now two different
transport and communication systems operating simultaneously within
two different time scales; and, because of some Talkers being
missing and some machines being defunct, neither system was working
perfectly.

All in
the bar cursed the Talkers for this sorry state of affairs. I
concurred; and soon I was in full poetic flow, bemoaning my tragic
fate, my fruitless quest.... And I was bought another drink by an
old man who wanted to know if I shared his view that it was all to
do with galactic conjunctions….

They
always seem to find me....

Truth
was I could see no pattern at all to the disappearances. First I
had thought, guiltily, that my Talker’s disappearance might have
been due, in part, because she resented my not being in the office
when she had to be there all day every day. But Talkers had
disappeared from other stations where the D-of-C was the type who
can barely drag themselves away from the office to sleep. Similarly
a variety of other office working practices had failed to keep
their Talkers. The reason, I felt, had little to do with us
D-of-Cs, even with us humans, and probably not with galactic
conjunctions either. But how does one reasonably disprove the
preposterous...?

Later
that night I was removed from the doorway of a woman to whom I had
averred my boundless love. The policeman told me in the morning
that she would have been happy to have taken me in had she not
already had a man with her; and it was a pity that they'd had to
put a man in my position into a police cell, no real harm had been
done, but it would be a couple of days more before my case was
processed and he realised that I wanted to press on with my
investigation, important that these disappearances should be
stopped, playing hell with police schedules, but two more days at
the very least….

At last,
through the convolutions of my crapulence and my confused
circadians, I saw the glimmerings of his corrupt intent. Shelling
out the necessary to some benevolent fund he invented there and
then I proceeded upon my unhappy way.

The next
Department on my clockspring itinerary had its home station on a
planet.  My enquiry from orbit assured me that their
waterprone Talker was present. I took up station and my docking
permit was processed within minutes. Being a planet, however, the
actual docking took over an hour. My ship’s library told me that
the planet had no insects and no flowers. I looked indifferently
down on it — a very green, a very boring planet.

This
planet, via its Talker, was supposedly in immediate contact with
all of space. Their D-of-C, however, was surprised that so many
Talkers had disappeared, that there was so much disruption of
traffic. Practically all of her news came through her
Talker.

This
D-of-C was much younger than I, and keen. I beheld her crisp
efficiency; and I bemoaned the truth of that old cliché — the
wondering why it was that as I was getting older everyone else in
authority seemed to be getting younger. I, of course, tried my
level best to seduce her. My every unambiguous advance, though, was
parried with polite laughter. It was the kind of polite laughter
that some women terminate with a little groan. I tried to imagine
her giving more pleasurable and uninhibited groans. Couldn't. Gave
up.

That
D-of-C also began by openly disbelieving me about the Talkers,
obviously suspected that, in me, she had a paranoiac on her planet.
But I persuaded her to look back through her Talker records, and to
compare them to her machine records. After only a few pages of
double-listing the Talker’s tactical omissions became
apparent.

On that
place on that planet it had been night for three hours. The Talker,
of course, kept Space Time. I had to wait another hour before he
came off and I could interview him.

The
Talker said that he was amenable to being interviewed by me. I
wasn't so amenable to interviewing him. Talkers gave me the
goosebumps when they moved near me. All that body, like an upright
snake; and, though they were always dressed, I kept seeing that
absence of a belly button.

I’d
watched this Talker in his room talking. This one walked back and
forth, back and forth, during his eight hours. Though when he came
to be interviewed he thankfully lounged along the floor across from
my soft chair.

Try as I
might there was no way I could successfully disguise it: I disliked
Talkers. I found them physically repelling. And what I found most
repulsive was the lack of animation in both their features and
their voices. I much preferred talking with machines. Inanimate
machines do not make me feel uncomfortable. Machines, at least, are
programmed with inflexions. Talkers are a monochrome monotone. Nor
do machines take themselves off for unspecified
vacations.

“Do you know some Talkers have gone missing?” I opened the
interview.

“Yes.”

“Where are they?”

“Missing.”

I
smiled. The Talker didn’t. I had also used my hands, my shoulders,
my eyebrows in slight almost involuntary gestures to accompany my
questions. The Talker, save for his lips and larynx, had remained
entirely still.

In an
ordinary human being such passive vacuity, such featurelessness,
would have been called ugly. This particular Talker could have been
handsome had there been a flicker of animation behind the mask, if
the features had been enlivened by a spirit of questioning
intelligence. But no, it was as if the dead were
talking.

Nor is
this expressionlessness peculiar to Talkers: I've met people whose
lips droop, their eyes stare dully, and their laughter is a
triggered response, an unamused Haw Haw Haw. Those human faces,
too, are often conventionally pretty or handsome, and their owners
are not without the occasional intelligence; but they somehow lack
the ennobling spirit that has seen beyond the veil of materialism,
sentiment and personal gain. Talkers at least had the excuse of
listening to voices across the galaxy. They still lacked
poetry.

“Do you know where they are?”
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