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At six o’clock, just as she did every morning, even though it was still black as night, Anja shut the front door and braced herself against an unforgiving subzero, the kind of cold to put a person into shock, before descending the outdoor steps. The new security light guided her down, then clicked off parsimoniously as soon as she reached street level. Freshly fallen snow glittered beneath a dim streetlight; elsewhere, the darkness lay deep. It was windless, almost silent.

As she tucked the neck muffler into her zipped-up tracksuit, poking at it with oversized mittens, Anja observed the basement studio. Shutters down and lights out, as usual. Her five-thirty message had clearly failed to raise him. Some people never make anything of themselves. They accept failure. They wallow and decline. The thought made her shiver in the gripping freeze and she stamped her feet. Well, she’d warned him. First a month and now seven weeks late. No rent by five p.m. and he was out. She lingered a while, looking at the apartment’s silent door, as if it could swing open to a fanfare if it only wanted to, but had somehow forgotten how. 

Anja blinked. A mist was freezing onto her face, making her petite nose want to shrink further in. With a clipped, decisive hup, she turned and jogged off through the empty shadows, past the bins and the dirty ice heaped in gutters, huffing breaths that steamed when she passed under lamplight. Every thud and crunch that she made in the snow, every metronomic bob of her blonde hair, every yes, yes, yes, yes of her advance, confirmed her belief. She was going to make it. It was what she did. Hers was a bulldozing figure, small and svelte, pounding onward. Sensing her from the road, an automated delivery buggy shifted cautiously away before rolling by on its fat tyres.
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In the basement bedsit, the lights would not come on for another two hours. Within the building, all remained blessedly quiet and her tenant snuffled contentedly in his sleep. He dreamed that he was standing alone in the shallows of an ocean, while all around him points of white light dropped out of the night sky and down to the sea like softly falling snow, making gentle sounds as they met the surface. He cupped his hands to catch them. Every softly shining dot that landed on his skin sounded a musical note and melted to a colour. More began to fall and faster, playing a rhapsodic enchantment in his palms. It might have gone on everlastingly, but when he looked down, the black water stared back at him with a million eyes and he felt fear. Even though he could not see them, or the sandy ocean floor that they were scurrying across, he knew that two silver lobsters were coming straight for his toes. Yannick woke with a start. Tall even for a Nordic man, his feet poked out the end of his lumpy duvet and he instinctively drew them back in.

He reached for his flashing mobile.

“Today’s the day,” read the message.

His head fell back against the pillow. The bedsit was a lost cause. His for only a few more hours. Maybe he should just stay in. Make the most of it, do some laundry. Then go and enquire at the shelters. He lay under the covers a while longer, debating between spending one last day in a warm apartment or giving work another go, however futile it had become.

Recently, his daily earnings as a rider had dwindled to little more than the price of a hot meal plus bike repairs. Saving towards the rent, let alone anything resembling a future, was a hope abandoned. If only he could conjure up something better paid by dreaming it into reality, or rubbing his palms together. Because the decent jobs just weren’t there anymore. They had simply disappeared. Hunting one down was like chasing a mythical beast through a labyrinth. Everyone said that such a thing existed—one went by just a minute ago, down that way, hurry and you might catch it—but you never quite chanced upon it. It remained just out of sight and out of reach. It wasn’t as if there weren’t people out there making good money. Yannick knew that because he saw them every day. He delivered their meals. If you knew the trick, there was a way in. He, though, seemed to be on the wrong side of an invisible obstruction that denied him at every turn.

On the other hand, if he didn’t get on his bike, he’d be out of the only job he had. Yannick levered himself out of bed. He washed in the bathroom and combed back long, straggly hair with his fingers. The lanky young man looking back at him in the mirror seemed to be developing a stoop. He considered his options. It didn’t take long. He hadn’t any. It wasn’t his landlady’s fault; she’d been more than patient already. Holding his hands together under the running tap in the washbasin, letting the water overflow, Yannick thought of his dream. He waited for colourful winks of music to drop into the swirl, waited several seconds more, then let it go. His little wishing well gurgled once and disappeared forever down the black plughole.

Back in his all-purpose room, Yannick sipped some coffee, somewhat earthy after being reheated on the stove, but still good, and bit the crusty edges off a cold pizza. Still chewing, he pulled on his boots and the delivery company’s bike jacket, which was so multicoloured and jazzy that, in spite of himself, always felt like donning a superpower. The unglamorous truth was that he was being outperformed by those tea trays on wheels that ruled the streets now, the untiring automated delivery service vehicles. He took his mud-sputtered bicycle from where it leant against the kitchenette counter and wheeled it outside.

It was still dark. It was nearly always dark now that the northern winter had closed in. Invisible snowflakes fell on his upturned face and melted in his eyes. He switched on the delivery app and waited for the earpiece to give him his first assignment. 

“You are currently twenty-seventh out of twenty-seven riders,” he heard out its customary way of wishing him a good morning. “To qualify for work tomorrow, don’t be one of the last two! Make that extra little effort. Make the cut-off.”

A map screen mounted on the handlebars lit up a route through the streets. He now had thirty minutes to pick up and deliver a birthday cake from Amma’s Patisserie to an address in the suburbs. Yannick gripped the bicycle handlebars with thermally gloved hands and shoved off into the murky metropolis.
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The client she was with didn’t know it yet, but Anja was concluding her second appointment of the day, while helping herself to the coffee and mini-cookies provided by the owner of the kitchen and bathroom tile company. He looked up into her blue eyes more than was necessary as he obligingly signed an order for the health-and-safety program required by law and his insurance company. An annual review of the office environment, staff briefings on safety in the workplace, a voluntary health check-up and installation of sprinklers or, as a minimum, fire extinguishers.

There was a speck of fluff on the man’s jacket lapel that Anja couldn’t take her eyes off and longed to pick off with a fingernail. She had been glad of the assorted cookies, feeling quite ravenous, and was polishing off the last of them. As soon as his signature was on the contract and he began talking about a fish restaurant whose salt-baked cod she would die for, Anja gathered the papers into her briefcase and stood up abruptly to end the meeting. She shook his hand with an assurance that the policy was accredited and wished him a good day, leaving him in his chair looking disappointedly at her unfinished café noir. 

The health-and-safety officer was halfway out the door when she turned on her heel and her silken scent wafted back with a sunny smile. The man’s cloud lifted and he stood up. She picked up the empty biscuit plate and used the paper serviette it had been sitting on to wipe off the crumbs into a wastepaper basket. Without engaging again with the ceramics man, Anja left, a flush of embarrassed satisfaction in her cheeks. 

She hailed a taxi and gave it the address of her next meeting. She was coasting it. Just three more policies would fulfil her quota and she was on course for ten in these last few days before Christmas. Closing the additional contracts—those ten were certs, she estimated—would max out her salary with bonuses, making it more than enough to cover the mortgage on the basement that she had bought as an investment. If Yannick proved a surprise and came through with the rent, she could make up the deferred repayment for its conversion to an apartment. She might even renew her subscription at the gym. Presents for the family could go on her credit card. There was also the matter of a pale yellow sweater that she had been eyeing in a display window in town and that would fit her slender physique very nicely. 

She checked her mobile, but there was nothing from her tenant. He never did contact her for that matter. She hesitated about whether to confirm dinner with Julian or to wait for him to contact her. It was only their third date and she wasn’t quite sure how to act around him. They hadn’t communicated about the evening’s plans since making them, but he seemed the sort to keep to arrangements and engagements and to expect the same from her. Seriousness. Clarity. Self-reliance. Qualities she respected. By his own account, he was an architect in great demand. He also came well-groomed and dressed very correctly. Apart from the anal sex, which he had taken as consensual without actually asking her, on what was only their second date, she couldn’t really fault him. 

In its cheerful, polite but cheeky fashion, the self-driving taxi offered to stop off at the cafeteria that was today’s sponsor. Anja chided it and told it to go straight on to her appointment.
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The door was opened by a little girl with a serious look and a glittery hair clasp in the shape of a star. She held her arms out wide for the cake box. Yannick was just about to ask how old she was today, when the girl’s mother pinged an electronic confirmation of satisfactory reception at him and a “Thank you” and shut the door in his face. A tip these days was a real achievement. A gratuity was just that: not to be expected. 

His next assignment sprang up on the app. Someone wanted sushi for brunch. Well, sushi they would have, and in less than half an hour. Any later than that and the delivery wouldn’t be charged –– or credited to the rider. Yannick wasn’t worried about the time limit. He hadn’t missed it once. The thirty-minute stipulation had been calculated with the automated delivery vehicles in mind and the ADVs, like the self-driving taxis, kept to every speed limit and always gave way to pedestrians. 

The ADVs might have become cheaper for the delivery companies to run, proliferating to the point of clogging the streets, but on a bike he was always quicker, through slush, wind or rain. Slightly hunched and deliberate on his feet, with a tendency to plod, put him on a bicycle and Yannick fairly flew. He could swing a bike from side to side on a snowy track and never fall. He just had to concentrate during the crucial midday dinner rush, when he stood to earn modestly well or lose big, because when the item was hot food, he got paid an extra, but deliver it late or get a complaint and the meal itself would also be free of charge and the cost docked from his earnings account. 

He cut across a line of steadily moving driverless vehicles and pushed ahead of them, drawing up at a red light alongside a new type of module. It was a much sturdier ADV of a kind he hadn’t seen before, wider bodied and with a stubby central flue from which steamed the flavour of mutton broth. Yannick’s nostrils defied the bitter cold to breathe it in hungrily. For a few seconds, he wondered how difficult it would be to get at the food without the customer access code. Then a tempting gap opened in the cross traffic and he jumped the red light, leaving the savoury air and the infinitely patient and indifferent competition behind.

––––––––
[image: ]


Every Tuesday, Anja had lunch with her mother, Anastasia, whose apartment was a couple of kilometres east of her own. They sat in the kitchen, where her mother seemed to live these days, the rest of the old-fashioned apartment with its heavy mahogany furnishing left cold and dark and empty.

“I didn’t know they could find any more cuts to make,” her mother said as they listened to the midday news on the local radio. Provision of subsidized meals to the disabled was to be discontinued with immediate effect. When pressed on the details, the municipal council regretted that the measure would include the housebound and the blind. “It’s wicked what they’re doing. Last time it was the pensioners’ heating allowance. And at Christmas of all times! What are all our taxes going on, I’d like to know? Wicked is what it is.”

“That’s the trouble, Mamma. There’s not enough people working and paying tax.”

“Oh really!” 

Her mother’s exasperation matched her own, Anja thought. She chewed the home-baked bran-and-rye bread and sipped some pea soup. It was cooked with a ham bone for flavour, thick and hearty, too hot to rush. She had another five minutes.

“What’s the matter with them all? Your father would have told the judge to prosecute the lot of them. Don’t you be one of those quitters, Anja. Not in our family. Freeloaders is what they are.”

Her father, a clerk to the district court, wanted to see everybody prosecuted, thought Anja. If he hadn’t been so irascibly righteous, his heart might not have given out so soon.

The news programme went on announce a secondary round of cost-saving measures that would, apparently, save the authorities from making more stringent ones. The customary carol singing around the festooned Christmas tree in the main square below the cathedral, with hot mulled wine for adults, would go ahead as planned. 

As planned? thought Anja. As always. To not have the singing under the tree would be like the sun going out. The town always had that, every December twenty-third, without fail. Her choir had been practising since October. They were going to contribute one English carol, another by Dobrinka Tabakova and two traditional songs that everyone knew and could join in with. What could a few pots of punch cost? 

“When Granma Osa goes back to the farmhouse after Christmas, I’m going with her,” said Anastasia.

“For how long?” said Anja.

“I don’t know. A few months, maybe.”

“Months? With Granma? But you don’t get on. You said so yourself. She’s messy and headstrong. She doesn’t have a TV and you don’t read books. And what about those lumpy beds? Is she sick?”

“No, but she could do with the company. And we can share the bills. She’s got geothermal there, it’s cheaper.”

“Oh Mamma, I can pay for your heating. I’ll have the downstairs rented out again soon.”

“I won’t dream of it. You see, that’s what they do, these politicians. They don’t just mess everything up and make us foot the bill for it. They wreck families, too. The young are made to feel that they’re responsible for everything and the old see themselves as a burden. Or vice versa. Nobody likes it, but they do it anyway and the lights go out in everybody’s eyes. In any case, it’s all arranged. I already have the bus tickets. I can’t believe it’s only three days to Christmas. Will you be bringing a boyfriend? Do stop that: those glasses are all clean. You didn’t finish your soup.”

“I’m just giving them a polish. You didn’t use hot enough water. It leaves smears. We haven’t talked about it, but I’m seeing him later. I’ll let you know, okay? Give Osa a big hug from me when she gets here. I have to go. Love you, Mamma.” 

Anja left with a spring in her step. Granma Osa coming meant that Christmas was nearly here. In her mind’s eye, everything was coming along neatly and nicely. The afternoon slots were all follow-up inspections. They didn’t count towards her quota, but she was only two new contracts short of her full target and all set to wrap up the healthy surplus before the Christmas break. She would go and buy that sweater. It would still leave her time to apply a razor here and there, shower and change before meeting Julian. She would use the pink sea salt soap, wipe the shower clean and dry with the towel, let her fine hair hang down to sway back and forth in the blow dryer, smooth nut oil into her already soft skin, straighten her back and blink at her pristine self in the mirror. Then be at the restaurant impeccably on time, as she always was. In the end, she had messaged him to check. She couldn’t abide the untidiness of doubt.
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During the peak lunchtime hours, gaps between vehicles were always difficult for a bicycle to find and slip through, jammed traffic often forming an unrelieved continuum, and today it was worse than ever. It had thickened early, with considerably more of the newer, heftier ADVs, so that Yannick had to use all his tricks to avoid being squeezed out and delayed. All the four-wheeled vehicles were driverless now, irritatingly slow and predictable, and there were just so many of them. Twice on this run, he had skipped onto the pavement to get past a tailback and once risked a shortcut up a one-way street against oncoming traffic, which had paused en masse as if in displeasure, when their sensors registered an illegal manoeuvre in progress. 

As he approached a T-junction, he recognized the blue-and-silver helmet of a rival delivery outfit. The rider had stopped and the brakes on Yannick’s bicycle screeched as he pulled up alongside her. Tensed and ready to go, they watched while a nose-to-tail procession of self-drives went by, like wagons on a train at a level crossing. Valuable seconds ticked by. Yannick rested a foot on the kerb and looked back at a long, orderly line of vehicles, strung out in single file like obedient neurotics, stiff and unapproachable, secretly and busily updating their maps, and taking advantage of the wait to recharge batteries from power supply lines beneath the road surface. The snow had stopped falling and a hazy fog had taken its place. The other rider, who had a scarf bound tightly over her face, pulled it down to breathe more freely.

“So what are these new tin cans all about? The big fat ones?” said Yannick.

“HotBots. That’s what they’re calling them. The future, mate. They’re basically ovens. They prepare your meal en route. Faster and fresh from the oven. We’re done, mate. Our goose is cooked.” 

Then she sped off through a narrow gap between two minivans and Yannick, rushing to follow her lead but struggling to pump the pedals, just squeezed through himself. His trousers clung cold and wet to his legs, spattered by the grubby slush that overlapped the curbs and splashed up from the vans. When he reached the delivery destination, the words our goose is cooked were still rocking around inside his head. 

The client didn’t automatically sign off on the order and Yannick had to wait, panting in the thin light of the day. It had begun to darken already.

“Wait. Let me see if I like it first. Oh no, the soufflé is cold.”

“It’s nine degrees below zero. I got here in... seven minutes,” Yannick checked the app.

“That’s not my problem,” she said. She handed back the starter, but held onto the main dish of duck stuffed with apples and prunes. 

“It can’t be that cold.”

“Are you calling me a liar? Oh dear.”

For a moment they just stared at each other. The look on her face said that he was paying for her lunch. He knew it and she knew it. With a pained smile, she pinged his device with a dissatisfied response and withdrew to the warmth of her home.

For the remainder of his work schedule, Yannick was as if on automatic. Increasingly frustrated by the vans and passenger vehicles that trundled along inexorably on their algorithmically programmed routes, some of them cooking or keeping ready meals piping hot as they went, he realized himself to be obsolete. He might be fast, but his stamina and perseverance weren’t infinite, and the ADV network was too streamlined and synchronized. The riders, outnumbered, couldn’t compete. Neither could they organize. There was no boss or office to plead or argue with, just an app which pitted them against each other. When the sun set at 3.15 p.m., with less than two hours remaining before he had to vacate the bedsit, and ranked a safe eleventh out of forty riders, Yannick decided to call it a day. It was time to go take a long, hot shower, pack his things, and move on. Move out, in any case.

He stopped at a major intersection and called up his rider account to check on his earnings. It advised him that that the sum, paltry as it was after the soufflé and duck deduction, would not be credited to his bank until he had handed in his company jacket and helmet. His relationship with the company had been terminated. Somebody had complained. Attitude. The girl he had treated to lunch, presumably. Two complaints and you were out — and he had one already from inadvertently thwacking a pedestrian with his delivery pouch, causing the man to bite off a disquieting length of the mustard sausage that he was nibbling.

He couldn’t appeal it. The app wouldn’t speak to him anymore. There was just a text message on the screen:

You have been disconnected

It really was as simple as that. There had been no contract, no social security credits, no holiday allowance, just a trifling payment per delivery in an unsatisfactory arrangement that he was now barred from. If only they had the decency to sack him, thought Yannick. To be disconnected reminded him horribly of his mother in hospital, when her useless life support systems were closed down and unplugged. 

Jacking high the heel of his left boot, he put all his vexation into it and kicked over one of the smaller, older ADVs that idled alongside him at the red light. And immediately felt bad about it. An antenna promptly swivelled round and photographed him. Oh no, he thought. Facial recognition. He knew all about this.

“You have been identified, Y.B.,” it addressed him by his initials. 

Yes, it had him. 

“Do you want to pay a
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