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Foreword

A year ago today we buried Iris in a red and black coffin. Red for the revolutionary fire constantly blazing in her belly. And black to remind us, as she kept doing, of the irreducible dark side in us all.

Iris’s funeral was as she would have wanted it, save for Eva’s absence. The tributes provided a fitting encomium for my extraordinary friend but the words washed over me. Some twenty years had passed since I had last seen Iris and Eva together. They had been sitting on Iris’s patio, Eva holding her usual glass of Pinot Grigio, Iris scolding her in tirades punctuated only by mouthfuls of chilled vodka. Why on earth did Iris ever take Eva under her wing? I recall wondering.

For a woman who could never have conceived of a good market, a noble war or an unjust strike, it was an improbable friendship. Eva was a recovering investment banker turned true-blue, dry, academic economist. Far from having a winning personality, if anything she exemplified Oscar Wilde’s definition of the cynic – she who knows everything about prices but nothing about values. ‘And I’m not even sure she has a clue about prices!’ Iris once said teasingly in her presence. Nonetheless, as Iris’s casket was being lowered into the ground, Eva’s absence weighed heavily.

With Iris and Eva gone, Costa was the only other one left of our old gang. On the day Iris died I had messaged him twice, using an old number I still had. To no avail. Resigned to endure the funeral without him, I was surprised when I glimpsed him there. He was not easy to spot, a solitary figure leaning against a plane tree, watching from a distance as Iris descended to her resting place.

Once the mourners began slowly to disperse, I approached him, and his face thankfully brightened up. Though his youthful cheerfulness was all but gone, his eyes still glimmered with his characteristic blend of brilliance and sentimentality. But as we talked he seemed harried and close to paranoia, focused terribly on ‘the diary’ and how important it was that it should not fall into ‘the wrong hands’. It was then that I realized Iris had been in cahoots with him before she had summoned me to the hospice, two weeks before her body gave in to the cancer.

Iris’s summons arrived in late June 2035, jolting me out of a two-decade-long seclusion. The last time I had seen either of them was in August 2015 as I was passing through Brighton for one last time, my life in the early stages of an unrelated meltdown. As soon as I entered her room in the hospice, Iris struggled to sit up, determined to muster all her fading energy to receive me. Dismissing any preliminaries, she pointed to a diary sitting on her bedside table and gestured for me to take it. ‘It comes with a directive and an injunction,’ she whispered.

The directive was unequivocal. I was to focus on the ‘dispatches’ in the diary and use them ‘to open people’s eyes to possibilities they are incapable of imagining unaided’. As for the injunction, she made me promise I would not reveal any of the ‘technical details’ in it. ‘In due course you will know what I mean,’ she muttered. Finally, in a bid to lighten the atmosphere, she told me with typical bluntness and bossiness, ‘Get stuck in to it the moment I’m dead and buried.’ Eager not to burden her further, I held her hand and made the promise she had demanded.

Little did I know that ‘in due course’ meant Costa appearing at her funeral to deliver my instructions, which he did breathlessly in a quiet corner of the graveyard car park. When reading Iris’s diary, he said, I had to take precautions against the corporates: ‘Iris wanted you to have her diary. She wanted our story told so that the world understands there is an alternative. But I know she warned you of the one, strict condition: none of the detailed information in the diary regarding my technologies should fall into their hands. Tell me that you understand!’

I reassured him that I did. He stared into my eyes to confirm my sincerity. ‘We had it wrong all these years, Yango,’ he said eventually. ‘We knew that everything about us was being commodified. That everything we did and said was being captured and sold on. But what we had not realized was that the process of digitizing everything about us was proletarianizing everyone, including the bosses. Think about it, Yango. Think about it.’

It had been a while since I had found myself on the receiving end of such an outburst, but it seemed somehow appropriate, given that we had just laid to rest the greatest agitator of revolutionary politics I had ever known.

‘What does it mean to be a proletarian, really?’ Costa continued, without waiting for a reply. ‘Let me tell you. From bitter experience. It means you are a cog in a process of production that relies on what you do and think while excluding you from being anything but its product. It means the end of sovereignty, the conversion of all experiential value into exchange value, the final defeat of autonomy.’

Without a clue as to why he was telling me all this, I agreed.

‘This is why I am still here, Yango. Why I stayed behind. To prevent our final defeat at those bastards’ hands. I can’t stop them inventing it for themselves but I’ll be damned if I let them grab mine and use it to squeeze the last drop of humanity out of us all.’

Satisfied that I had been adequately briefed, Costa took a device from his backpack and placed it firmly in my hands. ‘It’s a dampening field device. Idiot proof,’ he said with a hint of contempt. He showed me how to switch it on to prevent the ‘bastards’ from gaining access to Iris’s diary.

Hoping to catch up properly after all these years, I suggested dinner or at least a drink. Costa simply stared into my eyes, gave me a tight hug and left without looking back.

Watching him walk away, his eyes fixed on the ground, the lyrics of a melancholy Greek song I had learned as a teenager sprang to mind.


Late last night I saw a friend wandering

A hobgoblin-like relic on a motorbike

Stray dogs chasing after him

Through deserted streets



I was reminded in turn of a solemn middle-aged visitor in a shabby raincoat who had stopped at our home in Athens one winter night to give my father some tattered old communist literature. ‘We shared a police cell in 1946,’ Dad whispered sadly when his comrade later left into the cold, wet night.

But Costa’s words reminded me of someone else: Sam, the main character in an old sci-fi flick. A miner slaving away on the dark side of the moon, Sam is driven mad when he discovers that he is one of many clones that have been created by his company as a supply of cheap, disposable workers, and that he has been duped with implanted memories into believing his long-dead family are still alive back on earth, awaiting his return. Science fiction is the archaeology of the future, a leftist philosopher once said. It is now on the verge of offering the best documentary of our present.

Friends’ funerals usually leave me numb but functional. But on returning from the cemetery after Iris’s, I struggled to steal back into my present. The leather-bound diary that Iris wanted me to have lay tantalizingly on the desk. I ignored it for the rest of the day, but in the early hours of the following morning I surrendered. I sat at the desk and opened its heavy cover.

Two red arrows filled my vision as my hybrid-reality contact lenses detected audio-visual content in the diary and kicked in. Instinctively I gestured to switch off my haptic interface and slammed the book shut. Costa had explicitly instructed me to set up the dampening field device before opening the diary. Chastened by my failure to do so, I went to fetch it. Only once the device was on the desk, humming away reassuringly, was I able to delve into Iris’s memories in that rarest of conditions – privacy.

It took nine days and nights to go through the diary, taking in Iris’s handwritten remembrances as well as all the audio-visual content embedded in its pages. Halfway through I stumbled upon the extraordinary events of 2025 involving her and Costa and Eva, and came to understand why Iris was so keen for their story to be told. Once I had been through it all, for two long months I struggled to fend off the urge to do what I always do when upset or destabilized: to write. Instead, I used those sixty days to digest the material properly, to read, to watch and to listen to it again and again and again.

The tale contained in Iris’s diary shook me deeply. Iris knew this would be so, just as she knew that I would find it impossible not to write it up, for better or for worse. The book you are about to read, dear reader, took another nine and a half months to write. And so it is, exactly a year after we buried Iris in that red and black coffin, that I am now ready, with a single keystroke, to deliver the manuscript to her publisher. If only there was some way she could tell me what I have missed.

The bulk of the diary, and the majority of what follows, is taken up with a series of dialogues. It was these intellectual and political debates that concerned Iris, far more than the events that led to them. In an attempt to do full justice to my friends’ ideas and points of view, I have found it necessary to recount these debates as if I had been witness to them myself, pretending to inhabit a past from which I was mostly absent, fleshing out conversations I never participated in. In the process, I have necessarily imputed thoughts and feelings to Iris, Eva and Costa that are the product of my imagination – but only because I felt such additions were essential to conveying the essence of their experiences, of who these good people truly were. For all my liberties, and failures, I apologize profusely and happily.



Yango Varo, 10.05 a.m.

Saturday 28 July 2036




1

Modernity’s Vanquished

Iris

Iris and I met in the dystopia that was English university life. We were both miserable, she at Sussex, me at Essex. ‘Sex with a prefix,’ we used to joke. It was early in 1982 that our paths first crossed – at the London School of Economics, in one of the countless meetings convened in those days by left-wing activists for the purpose of fighting Thatcherism. After two hours of tedious speakers huffing and puffing on the podium, Iris rose to make her contribution. She was magnificent.

‘While listening to the previous speakers,’ she said in a resolute but playful tone, ‘I was thinking to myself, Give me Maggie Thatcher any time!’ Evidently relishing the expressions of dismay from the audience, she continued: ‘Unlike you, my friends, Maggie gets it. We live in a revolutionary moment. The post-war class-war armistice is over. If we want to defend the weak, we can’t be defensive. We need to advocate as she does: out with the old system, in with a brand new one. Not Maggie’s dystopic one, but a brand new one nevertheless. You lot are bandaging corpses while Thatcher is digging graves. If I were condemned to choose between you and her, I would choose her any time. However monstrous she may be, she can at least be subverted!’

It was my baptism with Iris’s fiery spirit. But while her words resonated strongly with many of us, they also guaranteed her ostracism. Radicals tend to take exception at being denounced as banal. When once I accused her of being a lone wolf rather than a believer in solidarity, she replied proudly and without a scintilla of irony, ‘That’s me!’

As the years passed, Iris’s natural fondness for alienating those who broadly agreed with her world view grew in proportion to society’s adoption of its opposite. Thatcher’s greatest triumph, in her opinion, was that she had made it impossible to imagine anyone doing anything unless there was something in it for them. Contrarian to the bone, Iris was appalled and energized by the realization that everyone was at it, coveting unfettered power where they could get it – including in public meetings denouncing Thatcher, the City and the more refined forms of greed. Iris was thus a passionate feminist who could not stand most feminists, considering them privileged actors with a fear of sexual freedom and a habit of speaking on behalf of, and over, those who ought to be leading the movement against patriarchy. She was a lesbian who also had sex with men out of ‘a penchant for solidarity with the defective sex and a predilection for pissing off lesbians’. She was a Marxist who despised most Marxists for using Marx’s emancipatory narrative to abuse other comrades, build their own power base, gain positions of influence, bed impressionable students, eventually take control of the politburo and throw anyone who questioned them into the gulag. Above all else, Iris was a thinking radical’s thinking radical. Energetic and brilliant one moment, vexing and maddening the next.

That evening at the London School of Economics we struck up a conversation, possibly because I was the only one in the audience to applaud her. A few months later, on a dreary December night in 1982, Iris called to say that she was helping plan a mass women’s rally outside some RAF base against the deployment of American cruise missiles targeting eastern Europe. Could I turn up to support them? I arrived at Greenham Common late the following day. In the pouring rain 30,000 women tried to join hands around the base in the face of determined opposition by the police. Just as I decided that it would be impossible to find Iris in the mayhem I spotted her on the cold, muddy ground, two women kneeling by her side holding a handkerchief to a bleeding gash on her forehead. ‘From an overzealous defender of the realm,’ she told me grinning proudly.

A young-looking twenty-eight-year-old, Iris was at that point three years into a social anthropology lectureship, having returned from field work in Africa, where she had compiled lexicons and written down the grammar of the languages spoken by two Cameroonian tribes. Several years her junior, I was struggling with my own PhD on mathematical models, which Iris dismissed, not without some justification, as ‘fine exercises in logical-positivist masturbation’. Over the five years that followed, in between our university duties, we would join multiple doomed causes together – the 1984–5 miners’ strike and the 1986–7 Wapping dispute the most demoralizing of them. One hundred and five weeks, in aggregate, of picketing, fundraising and being on the wrong side of history should either have pushed us apart or forged an unbreakable friendship.

I remember visiting her one day in hospital in 1987, after mounted police had trampled all over her outside Rupert Murdoch’s gleaming Wapping site, and asking if the fear of physical harm had ever brought her close to giving up. Iris replied that when you join a good struggle you learn to live life in near proximity to giving up without ever actually doing so. No, her only regret was that we were putting up such a splendid fight in defence of communities that deserved defending but in pursuit of causes that screamed ‘anachronism’. ‘Why can’t we bring the country to its knees to demand clean energy and a free press, instead of defending dirty coal-fired power stations and the male trade union bosses of a right-wing newspaper?’

Defeat could never sully Iris’s sweet delight in fighting against the odds. No rout could dampen her enthusiasm – ‘No good cause is ever lost,’ she liked to say – only the fear that we were lions being sent to the battlefields by donkeys. She distinguished between two types of self-proclaimed progressive leaders. Those defending privileges bestowed upon them by the dying post-war order and the others, the more radical ones, bent on replacing the prevailing order with a different but equally oppressive patriarchy. It was only as I was driving her home to Brighton from hospital that same evening that I realized how haunted she was by this conviction.

‘OK, let’s say we are the vanguard. But the vanguard for bloody what?’ Breaking a long silence, Iris’s outburst startled me. ‘Mark my words. The moment our comrades get a whiff of power they’ll sacrifice every principle they ever held. And those of us who remain dissidents will be demonized, or more likely ridiculed.’

By the time I pulled up outside her house, she was looking sullen and beaten, the first time I’d ever seen her that way. ‘I can’t stand for this,’ she announced. ‘I just won’t.’ And then she got out of the car.

A few months later, in the early summer of 1987, Margaret Thatcher won her third successive general election. The following day Iris resigned her lectureship. She also stopped attending political meetings. Neither university nor the picket lines held any of the allure that had kept her going. Falling back on a modest bequest that she had received when she was in her late teens from a sweet old man, a hereditary peer who loved to scandalize polite society by referring to himself as the queen of queers, she had the luxury of being able to drop out. ‘For some reason, he saw me as a muse he had to provide for, god bless him.’ Oddly, her explanation seemed to make perfect sense and I made no further enquiries.

When I asked her reasons for the double exit, she answered by producing two pieces of paper. One was a circular from Sussex University in which the students were referred to as customers. ‘If that’s what they are, they are the sort who are always wrong,’ she commented. The second piece of paper was an internal Labour Party memo referring to the infamous Clause IV of its constitution, the party’s long-standing commitment to ‘secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry … upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry or service’. Ever since 1959, there had been those within the party who sought to have this commitment to nationalization removed, but the trade unions had resisted. Skilled at reading the writing on the wall, Iris knew what the memo foretold. In the wake of their recent defeats, the trade union bosses were preparing to drop, even as an idle vision, the dream of common ownership over the utilities, the factories, the railways and the various high streets and marketplaces where commerce unfolds. It was game over, she thought.

‘Nineteen eighty-seven is as good a year as any for these trade unions to die out and follow our universities into oblivion. And for me to return to my tapestries.’ Which is precisely what she did.

Iris had picked up the art of knitting elaborate tapestries during her time in Cameroon. Her instructors had been the villagers with whom she lodged while documenting their languages. Here the norm was for the women to work all day in the fields, while the men stayed at home to cook, clean, look after the children and knit. She had been taught tapestry making by men whose social status hinged on the beauty of their handiwork and whose pattern-less knitting techniques liberated her imagination. What resulted were stunning depictions of intricate, and often lewd scenes, drawing on African, European, Indian and Japanese imagery.

Iris took Thatcher’s triumph as her cue to withdraw to her upstairs sunroom and dedicate herself to an art form that defied polite society’s familiar categories. Of course, within a couple of years they had started selling at respectable prices in galleries in Geneva and London, even at auction. As I write these lines, one of the first tapestries she made that summer, featuring a sumo wrestler performing an erotic dance in Buckingham Palace, hangs above my desk, its woollen surface fraying and yellowing a little, but its irreverent power undiminished after forty-eight years.

In the evenings, however, it was business as usual at Iris’s Brighton terrace. Her home remained the sanctuary it always had been for our circle of friends and hangers-on, who would gather at her house most evenings for drinks and debate and to be thrilled, reprimanded and cheered by Iris in equal measure. For years thereafter, she behaved like a constructed contradiction: the gregarious recluse of Brighton who passionately embraced anyone in need of her support while meticulously refraining from commitment either to person or to cause. Until, that is, Eva appeared on the scene twenty-five years later.

Eva

Eva moved in next door to Iris on a summer’s afternoon in 2012. The twenty-eight-year-old Californian arrived in a taxi, straight from Gatwick, with her five-year-old son Thomas and three large suitcases in tow. Minutes later Iris was knocking assertively on her front door to invite her over for a welcoming glass of wine and to meet whoever happened to be visiting later that evening.

Having put Thomas to sleep and set up the remote child monitor on her phone, Eva popped round. Introducing herself to the gathered, she explained that she had come to Brighton from the United States to take up her first-ever lectureship – at Sussex University. A year or so previously she had earned an economics PhD from Princeton whose title, ‘Three Essays on Game Theoretical Models of Evolutionary Psychology’, would give Iris boundless opportunities to mock her viciously over the years. The mockery, however, hid a growing empathy due in part to the realization that Eva was on the run: that both her academic career as an economist and her passage to England were elements of a broader escape. What Iris could never have imagined back then was how far Eva’s escape would eventually take her thirteen years later, in the closing days of 2025.

Chance and a talent for mathematics were central to Eva’s story. In 2006, as a twenty-two-year-old graduate in theoretical physics from Stanford, she had followed her privileged ilk to the riches of Wall Street, first as an intern at Goldman Sachs then as a ridiculously remunerated financial engineer at Lehman Brothers, the financial world’s Titanic. When Lehman hit its iceberg in the autumn of 2008, Eva abandoned not just the sinking ship but the whole racket. After a few months of clearing her head, she enrolled at Princeton’s graduate school of economics in early 2009, determined to lose herself in abstract, fully mathematized theory, seeking refuge in the economic sermons that once steadied her hand as a financier.

Soon after arriving at Princeton, she discovered she was pregnant. Iris made a mental note of how meticulously Eva avoided any mention of the father, proceeding swiftly to recount the nine months she lived in a peculiar isolation, her mind and body in two vastly differing realms: while one surfed the most extreme abstractions, the other, with her baby growing inside it, provided the most powerful awareness of her own materiality she had ever known.

For the first two years of Thomas’s life, Eva saw hardly anyone except for her baby and, occasionally, her academic supervisor. Iris imagined her as a cross between an East Coast pietà and a traumatized lieutenant who retreats from the butchery of the battlefield into the monastery that had blessed his generals’ holy massacres. ‘She ran away from Wall Street to hide in Princeton,’ I recall Iris whispering to me, ‘to hone the theories that underpinned her financial crimes at Lehman’s.’

And in 2012, with her doctorate scarcely under her belt, Eva retreated again, this time leaving her country and its more lucrative university system for Britain and the University of Sussex. She was not yet thirty and already Eva’s life resembled a steady evacuation.

Iris and Eva came from different intellectual and moral universes but, as they eventually came to recognize, it was their shared sense of paradox and trauma that provided the underpinnings of their most peculiar bond. Iris, the great practitioner and theorist of collective action, operated as a one-woman army. Eva, an unswerving individualist, felt keenly her abandonment and the absence of human bonds in her life. While neither cared to admit to it, their separate paradoxes mirrored one another. So too their traumas.

Eva had been born in 1984, the year of the miners’ strike. The failure of that strike was Iris’s Waterloo, sealing her life as a permanent defeat. But what the miners’ strike had been to Iris, Lehman’s collapse had been to Eva. And just as in 1984 we realized painfully that we would live the rest of our days as history’s losers, so in 2008 Eva saw history erupt on her own doorstep with the same soul-destroying, optimism-sapping force. Each had experienced the shocking epiphany that their world was no more. It would prove the force that dragged them, despite strenuous resistance, down the path to an odd but solid friendship.

That summer’s night in 2012, when Eva crossed Iris’s threshold for the first time, the mood turned from jolly to prickly rather abruptly. Iris had invited Eva out of a sense of neighbourliness, feminist solidarity with a single mother struggling alone in a new country and curiosity. But as soon as Eva mentioned her past as a banker, Iris was unable to help herself.

‘Bankers are only good at sucking the oxygen out of society,’ Iris declared. ‘They divert extraordinary resources to the spivs, while lending either far too much or far too little but never, ever to those who either need the money or who plan to do useful things with it. So,’ she told Eva condescendingly, ‘on balance it is a good thing that you switched from destroying people’s lives on a planetary scale to polluting the mind of England’s young with lectures on the efficiency of financial markets.’

Eva lacked Iris’s enchanting insolence but was no pushover.

‘People trade through markets for the same reason they do business with the laws of gravity,’ she shot back. ‘Are you proposing to replace those too? Surely equipping the young with the skills they need to navigate the world they inhabit is preferable to polluting their minds with pointless utopias?’

‘My dear Eva,’ Iris replied, ‘universities are not about imparting skills. They are about producing flexible minions dying to do as they are told. You are there to manufacture young people willing – desperate – to be moulded to their future bosses’ priorities. And the first step is to get them to swallow without question your faith that markets are as natural as gravity and profit the only worthy aspiration.’

Back and forth they went, with Eva matching every one of Iris’s insults with a passive-aggressive rejoinder.

‘I don’t deny the harm done by financial markets and profiteering,’ replied Eva at one point, ‘but grubby money-making is never capable of damaging humanity as much as your collectivist dreams have done. You mean well but you’re paving the way to the next gulag archipelago. You oppose commodification. It’s my job to persuade my students that it’s humanity’s greatest hope!’

Uncharacteristically, Iris allowed Eva to get away with this lazy riposte. The young American had clearly hit a nerve, no doubt the same one that had prompted Iris’s withdrawal from academia and political activism all those years ago. Terminally frustrated with the Left’s authoritarianism, Iris now found herself – for the first time ever – yearning for a dose of Eva’s impoverished libertarianism. So instead of taking one of at least a dozen easy shots available to her, Iris simply smiled, raised her glass and, retreating into Shakespeare as she so often did when feeling mischievous, pompously welcomed Eva to England, to ‘this precious isle set in a silver sea’. It was the end of their first confrontation.

A short while later, Eva excused herself, saying Thomas had been alone for too long, and said goodnight.

‘Poor girl, she stands no chance,’ Iris scribbled in her diary that night. ‘This England never did, nor never shall, lie at the proud foot of a conqueror.’

Eva was already getting under her skin.

Costa

Costa parachuted into our circle long before Eva. I first came across him at King’s College London in 1989, at yet another tedious Thatcher-bashing meeting. An accomplished engineer, born in Greece, trained in Germany and then working in Amsterdam, Costa had been invited to give a left-wing perspective on what was soon to become the new economy. His prescient speech stood not a chance with that audience.

In 1989 British leftists were up in arms against Thatcher’s notorious poll tax and its impending passage from Scotland to England and Wales. Even the most technically savvy in the audience still worked on clunky Amstrads with floppy disks and no Internet connection. What were they to make of Costa’s passionate appeal to combat the establishment with ‘digital messaging, financial engineering and artificial intelligence’?

‘Science-fiction fantasies are an indulgence when people are hurting, mate,’ shouted one member of the audience.

‘Capitalism and science fiction share one thing,’ he replied coolly. ‘They trade in future assets using fictitious currency. Even if these tools are still in the realm of science fiction, they are our best defence. Believe me, given half a chance the powerful will wage an all-out war against the rest of us using these high-tech weapons. We must deploy them first if we want to stand any chance of defending ourselves.’

His nonchalance in the face of the crowd’s hostility brought back memories of my first encounter with Iris, seven years previously. A brief exchange afterwards was all it took to establish that we shared far too much. This we blamed on our common background in the island of Crete. We left the meeting together and ended up at a shabby Indian restaurant a few blocks south of the Thames where we continued talking until after midnight.

A somewhat shy man of roughly my years, Costa had been both a tech evangelist and a tech heretic since his adolescence in Archanes, a small village south of Heraklion. After high school, like many Greeks of our generation, he fled to ‘Europe’. In 1979 he enrolled at Stuttgart University on an engineering degree. Immediately upon graduating, five long years later, he was recruited by Dornier to design missile guidance software. For three years his fascination with the engineering challenges clashed with his conscience. By 1988 his conscience had won and Costa resigned. Within a month he landed his dream job with Cornea PLC, a small company based in Amsterdam that employed him to design bionic implants to aid the blind.

Costa had been working at Cornea for only a year when we met but, once again, disillusionment had already set in. The corporate profit drive was no less deadly in the health than in the arms industry, he had discovered. Only a few months ago he had designed an upgrade to a microchip that massively enhanced an implant’s capacity, which he proudly reported to the senior management. In response he had received a memo that congratulated him on the new device’s technical performance only to inform him that his upgraded chip would nonetheless be mothballed. Cornea intended to continue selling its grossly inferior chip indefinitely.

When Costa protested, his line manager had explained the company’s rationale. Their main competitor was struggling to improve upon Cornea’s existing implant, which cost little and was selling well. They had no need for an expensive upgrade to stay ahead of the competition. But by simply leaking the information that Cornea had one waiting in the wings, their competitors would be dissuaded from investing any further, while avoiding the possibility that they might reverse-engineer the new chip if it were released.

‘My bosses understand,’ he explained, ‘that the best way to profit is first to establish a monopoly and then strategically to starve the market of the product they have monopolized.’

The thought of blind people being denied the help his invention could provide made him furious. The company’s reasons for withholding it and its power to do so revolted him. These two emotions would eventually propel him to leave the company and embark on what would turn out to be a professional roller-coaster ride in the years that followed.

Listening to him talk that night, I had a wild idea. Costa should be introduced to Iris. It was a risky move. Iris could be relied upon to treat him abysmally, if only to test his nerve. But I had a feeling it might lead somewhere interesting.

‘Come and meet the Miss Havisham of our failed revolution,’ I urged him. Eventually he was persuaded, and the following evening I drove him to Brighton.

Had Costa been made of sterner stuff, I would have worried less. But he seemed fragile and unprepared for Iris’s eccentric ferocity. Thankfully, my concerns proved badly amiss. Iris took an instant liking to Costa. She recognized in him a rare quality: a willingness to absorb others’ suffering to halt its transmission and the nastiness it breeds. The technological universe he inhabited was wholly alien to her, and she eagerly listened to the insights he shared from it. When he left that night to catch the last train back to London, Iris’s natural cynicism remained at bay.

‘Despite his hilarious Graeco-German accent, your new friend is a living reminder of William Morris,’ she said excitedly. ‘Something deep inside him detests the dehumanizing ways in which new technologies are produced. If only the humans producing them were allowed to craft them like artisans – not like machines breeding machines. And yet this doesn’t stop him from appreciating the beauty and the virtues that they afford.’

Costa provided Iris with a window on to a
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