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Chapter One

 


 


Molly awoke to the gentle strains of the Boston Phil playing
'Love me do'. She had tuned to Classic ever since One and Mersey
had gone over exclusively to hump rock, and she never listened to
Radio ASS. Not that hump offended her seventeen year old
sensibilities, quite the contrary. She sometimes humped her way to
school and back, if the mood was on her. It was certainly all she
wanted when she decided to work up a good sweat dancing with Connie
or Peter at club discos; but at seven thirty in the morning she
preferred the classics to wake up to. The Phil playing the Beatles
evoked just the right feeling for stretching, yawning and getting
into body that she so enjoyed during the couple of minutes before
the blind rose, shedding whatever rays of light the day had to
offer.

This particular June morning the sun was shining in a clear
sky as it had for the past week. She lay on her back, one arm
wrapped around her head of deep auburn hair the other stretched
down across her body, finger nails gently combing through the
equally auburn hairs on her mount of Venus, while she tried to
recall what it was that had disturbed her sleep, filling her night
with dreams of flying and falling, and charging the day to come
with an uneasy sense of anticipation. Something had happened or was
going to happen, and not being aware of any presight in her
make-up, Molly assumed it must be something she knew about and had
forgotten. Whatever it was became ever more elusive as she pursued
it, until with a vocal, "Forget it!" She threw back the summer
light duvet and fairly leaped from bed, stretching her arms and
body, with first one hand then the other reaching on tiptoe towards
the ceiling.

Her hazel green eyes recognised the full length mirror's
message that she was an exceptionally well-shaped young lady,
although her less confident mind questioned whether seeing was
believing; despite the many people who by looks, words and gestures
throughout her teenage years, had made it very clear how physically
beautiful she was.

She tried to ignore the uninvited question as to what her
daddy would think of her now, washing it quickly away in the
shower. Rejecting the blow dry for a brisk towelling, she slipped
pure white panties up her long white legs, dropped her thinnest
long sleeved summer dress over her shoulders. After several violent
pulls with a brush through her wavy shoulder length locks, left her
tiny bedroom.

"The Funds claim the ship was in Moroccan waters at the time
of the incident, while the EF denies it. A Spanish monitoring unit
has produced evidence to this effect, but the Funds reject this as
forgery, and have produced monitoring graphs to prove the opposite.
It's another stand off folks, that's going to cost both sides a lot
of expensive hot air before it's forgotten. No observer thinks this
is going to be the 'biggy', though there is a build up of
Federation ships at Gibraltar, and the 'De Gaulle' has sailed from
Marseille and is cruising somewhere in the Western Med." Molly
stabbed at the handset and a female face replaced the previous male
one on screen,

"President Kennedy-Kennedy will then come for one night to
London. He'll be staying at the new Reagan Palace Hotel in
Grosvenor Square. The hotel has a specially designed Presidential
suite that is now being furbished; like to see it? They let us in
under tight security yesterday to have a look around."

The TV went off automatically as Molly left the diner. In one
hand she carried a cup of juice and in the other one of tea. She
passed along the short hallway and pressed the retract floor button
with her big toe to open another door, causing light to fade up in
the room. A double bed filled most of it. Two ladies sleeping there
began to stir. Molly placed the juice on one bedside table and
passing around the bed put the tea down on another. They thanked
her in unison as both struggled towards a sitting
position.

"I couldn't find your formula Jo, so I gave you your
juice."

Molly's mother touched the retract button and the electric
light faded as the blind withdrew and sunlight flooded
in.

Molly always thought her mother looked lovely first thing in
the morning, fresh and soft and more like a baby than a plump
forty-five year old. Later in the day, when make-up and an
expression of responsibility hardened her features, Molly felt far
less inclined to give her mother affection, but first thing it was
always nice to kiss her face and inhale her reassuring
odour.

"I lost my other formula, so I took the diner one to the club
last night, it's still in my purse," said Jo. "I'm always losing
them. I shall get half a dozen next time. Anyway, I'm sure my
formula needs changing, I've not got the energy I should have, and
I've started getting heads. I must be on something wrong. Either
that or the club caterer's playing up. That can happen."

"Did you see your father's televid?" asked her
mother.

"No!"

"When I was working for Datsun the canteen caterer went wrong
and half the staff ended up in the clinic," Jo continued, "some of
them nearly died."

"He called last evening," said her mother, "while we were at
the club; that Mr Fenton is arriving today. He'll be staying at the
Wedgwood and he wants you to ring him. Have a look at the video
before you go off to school."

"I have to call him, do I?"

"Yes, your father says so. He's a top exec Molly dear, really
very high up in the Company, so if he takes a shine to
you…"

"Which he's sure to," interrupted Jo.

"…If he does, he can be of enormous help later on, when you're
going to need it. Help in your career."

"What career? I haven't a clue what I want to do."

"Well, you're supposed to be very bright, aren't you? So when
you do decide this Louis Fenton can help you."

"It's not what you know, it's who!" added Jo,
sagely.

"You might want to go Stateside later. He'll certainly smooth
the pathway there, because he's an American."

"I don't fancy America, I'd much rather go somewhere in
Europe."

"Don't say that Molly. Ours is an American Company. Have a
look at the video, and give the man a ring after
school."

"Why isn't he coming to the house to see you, if you know
him?"

"Not very well dear. He was Beatty's friend. He'd be bound to
feel a bit awkward around me. Your dad only wants the best for you,
you know!"

"Does he?"

Had her father wanted the best for her when he left Deirdre
for Beatty? Had he really thought it was best for her to stay with
her mother, or had he only wanted what was best for him; the
beautiful Beatty; without a daughter in tow?

"Am I meant to take my medicine, if he wants that?"

"That's up to you, darling. You're old enough now to decide
that yourself." A knowing smile played briefly around Deirdre's
lips. "If you want to ask him here, I don't mind, but if I were you
I'd see him in the penthouse."

"Oh," jumped in Molly, "that reminds me, can I have fifty
pounds? Connie says they've got some Arnie Spenglar sperm pills at
the pharmacy and I want to get a pack."

"They're not worth the money, they're a con," protested Jo.
"All those celebrity pills are. I read that Arnie Spenglar gets a
million dollars a wank. How much of that do you think you get for
fifty pounds? They're a waste of money."

"Aunt Jo's right dear. You're far better off with Boots
guaranteed, and if you do decide to take your medicine you won't
need pills anyway. Not that you need either, you're perfectly
healthy enough as it is."

Molly pulled a face and left the room.

Back in the diner she slipped her formula into the caterer and
dialled cereal with fruit. She swallowed a couple of mouths full
before dialling the video phone and running it back past a couple
of messages till the screen lit up with that brightness she
recognised as her father's patio in Perth. She slowed the machine
watching his blurred image speaking backwards gibberish till the
machine showed the telecom signal and she pressed play.

There was her daddy, still the best looking man in the world,
despite his hair starting to recede from his brow, but with, what
Molly thought, was a far too dangerous looking suntan.

"Hi there," he said, betraying the beginnings of an Oz accent.
"Sorry none of you are in. Hope you're all well. Beatty sends her
love. I'm calling to tell Molly that Lou Fenton's going to be at
the Wedgwood tomorrow, the tenth. She should give him a ring. You
should give him a ring my darling. He's a top man in the Company,
and with you about to enter the big wide world, he could be a lot
of help. Have you decided what you want to do yet?"

Molly spooned her cereal down fast, as if swallowing it would
speed up the video and swallow Ted O'Neil's image. She didn't want
her father in her life, not for brief moments on the other end of a
machine. Not when he should be with her and Deidre all of the time,
or they with him.

The amorphous guilt of having helped send him into Beatty's
arms interfered with her body's attempt to assimilate breakfast, it
started tasting of cardboard. She pushed the half-finished bowl
away, went back to drinking her tea, pouring the now cool liquid
down her throat like a man swallowing beer. The message continued.
She gave it the minimal attention necessary while she spooned the
remains of her cereal down the refuse chute and disposed of the
bowl and spoon in the washer.

The message finished with an invitation for her to visit at
Christmas, and a further invitation for her to call back at some
time in the near future, presumably to tell him how things were
working out with Lou Fenton. Her current mood rejected both
invitations, but an inner voice told her she would probably be
taking them up.

Her cup disposed of, she left the diner. At the front door she
slipped her bare feet into her waiting shoes, took her hat from its
hook, her sunglasses from the rack and left the house with a yell
of, "Bye!"

The little bungalow, twenty-three Magnia Street, Spode
Village, out of which Molly now emerged was part of a staggered
terrace of identical bungalows, built by the Company some twenty
years before. Spode Village being one of three similar villages
tastefully laid out within the confines of the ASS Compound. Red
brick, with low brick walls separating small front and back
gardens, all with well tended lawns and flowering borders, some
with rockeries and fish ponds, weathered statuary and even a few
garden gnomes.

It was currently Jo's pleasure to tend the garden, something
Molly as a small child had unhelpfully indulged in with Ted's
supervision, but which since his departure, she had found of little
interest. Her sense of home had fled with him; leaving the house
little more than a place to perform necessary functions of life
in.

Not that she did not love her mother; she did, and she had
been very glad when Jo had replaced her father in Deirdre's life,
rather than another man. She had feared the arrival of a surrogate
father, a dangerous male intruder, to eye her developing breasts
and pat her rounding buttocks. A problem most of her girl friends
seemed to endure.

Across the narrow street was a similar terrace of bungalows.
Molly waved to old Mr Parfitt, as he raised his head from weeding
along the outside of the garden wall opposite. Closing the wrought
iron gate she strolled along the pavement, adjusting her hat brim
to shade the sun from her face.

Her stomach felt uncomfortable from too swiftly consumed food,
mixed with apprehension at meeting Lou Fenton and unhappy feelings
about her father. Maybe when Fenton made a pass, as she felt sure
he would, not having since the age of sixteen spent any time in the
company of any men, apart from gays, who had not made some kind of
pass at her, however fumbling, obscure or devious. Maybe when he
did she would string along, if she fancied him, just as Connie
would. If he was a Lemonite, and what normal male wasn't nowadays,
she would take her medicine, perhaps even do 'it' with him, then
steal him from the wife he must surely have, before moving on to
other rich Execs. Maybe become a star maggie, a TV celeb, adored by
males of East and West alike, with bodyguards to protect her from
the Fems and the Mansies.

Weaving her less than happy fantasy she reached the end of
Magnia Street. and turned into Fence Road. She recognised the
couple of employees waiting at the bus stop, the same couple were
there every day at this time. Molly had seen her serving behind the
counter in the club canteen, but she did not know her name or where
in the village she lived and they exchanged no more greeting than a
nod of recognition. The man was equally familiar and Molly disliked
him because of the way he stared at her. If she caught his eye he
would look away. They had never exchanged a word and Molly hoped it
would stay that way.

The thought flashed through her mind that Dan Harper had never
made a pass at her, never in fact shown any interest in her at all,
not in the entire year they had shared class together, and suddenly
there it was! The thing that had troubled her sleep, the thing she
had been trying to remember. With the memory came an
incomprehensible feeling of anticipation and excitement.
Incomprehensible because what she remembered really had nothing at
all to do with her.

It had been the previous afternoon. The Company Careers
Officer had paid the sixth form her annual visit. She had talked of
the prospects and possibilities the Company had to offer, including
the joint Further Education Opportunities in conjunction with
Datsun, ICI and Krupp; Company scholarships for very bright
students to the great public Universities around the world. Molly
had heard most of it before, either from Hodge their teacher, or
from Jo, who had spent twenty years in Careers with Datsun at their
London HQ, before transferring to ASS and coming to live in the
Compound, in search of a less stressful life running the local
social admin office.

Molly had felt little excitement at the riches on offer,
because she hadn't a clue what she wanted to be. She knew she was
bright, because of the ease with which she did her work and the
grades she got. She thought she had to be beautiful, because
everyone told her so. Peter had told her she should become a telly
celeb, as though the simple decision would make it possible. The
idea of being a telly journalist appealed to her, though she
wondered, when she saw what some of them got up to, if she would
ever have the nerve.

She inclined towards the arts, thought perhaps of reading
History and English, or even Philosophy, if she did get into
university, which seemed likely if she tried. What job she could do
inside the Company she hadn't a clue. Certainly not sit in an
office in any capacity, or work in Service or Security, which most
employees seemed to end up doing. Design could be rewarding, but
she questioned her talent and aptitude.

Certainly, going to university, preferably somewhere in
Europe, in some really civilised city like Paris or Berlin, Prague
or Florence, appealed to her. Her chances of getting into Trinity
she thought nil, everyone wanted to go to Dublin, but going
somewhere would at least postpone any career decision for a few
years more and seemed the best course for her.

So when her turn came to ask questions of the careers officer,
she had intended asking about foreign universities running English
speaking courses, as most of them did, but before she got the
chance she heard what Dan Harper had to say and in some subtle,
intriguing way her view of the future began to change.

Dan Harper had only been at the Compound school for a year.
His father, the somewhat notorious inventor of the Arc, had died
quite suddenly of a heart attack and he and his mother had come to
live in the Compound, in order to complete Dan's schooling inside
the Company. His mother did not work and was never seen using the
club. It was said because she could not stomach the food and
actually made her own.

At school Dan was friendly enough, flashing a generous smile
at Molly should he catch her eye and joining in any required
activities, but when it came to break, or the end of the day, he
was never there, or if he was he always had his nose stuck in his
PC. Dan Harper the whole class agreed, was a swat, he never stopped
studying. At lunchtime he ate sandwiches brought from home in the
library, devouring along with his food, discs on engineering and
chemistry. Discs, which Peter Carswell once remarked were far more
advanced than anything they worked with in class. So, being
bespectacled, and of unimposing stature he was nicknamed the
professor, which he had accepted with a grin, and thereafter
everyone in class left him fairly alone.

Dan had never really interested Molly. She had noticed how
whenever the subject of Company life came up he always took an
outsider attitude, implying life in Compounds lacked
something.

She had thought that was just exclusivity. But when the
careers officer had asked him what he wanted to do with his future
in the Company, he had sat up straight in his chair, folded his
arms and declared, "The fact is Miss, I won't be taking up my
policy option, I'm going back outside!"

Now Molly knew that well over ninety-five percent of the world
lived outside Compounds, but she had always believed, had been led
to believe, that was their hard luck, because the small percentage
who lived inside had just about the best physical security the
world had to offer.

The fact that Compounds frequently came under attack from
Qaida and other terrorist groups in countries round the world,
still did not seem, to those inside, to make life as insecure as it
was for those without. City missions, especially stores depots,
could get a bit risky, because they were obvious targets for
terrorists, as well as criminals, but even there the Companies were
better resourced to offer safety for employees than the government
could offer its citizens, who spent their entire lives out in the
wild world! That at least was how Molly thought of it.

Originally initiated by the Japanese, by 2015 most large
international Companies offered favoured employees two kinds of
security. One was the secure Compound an area of a country leased
for a number of years, in which all Company activities outside of
sales, distribution and servicing, were conducted, and second,
reserved for a select few, perpetuity contracts. These contracts
gave employees housing according to status, worldwide leisure and
vacation facilities, comprehensive medical and nursing care,
retirement homes and even a range of religious and burial
facilities. But perhaps best of all, in a world lacking work, they
guaranteed education along with employment as an option to be taken
up by the children of all life contracted employees. This included
the possibility of university scholarships that Molly and her class
mates had only a few weeks previously sat their A level
examinations for.

It should be said that not all employees' children ended up
achieving success equal to that of their sires. Those bright enough
were nurtured for advancement, those less gifted ended up in lowly
service jobs or added their numbers to the enormous security
sections, and perpetuity did not extend to a second generation,
that prize had to be won.

Molly had heard stories of employees, whose offspring had
walked away from these generous offerings. She remembered the case
of Midge, who after a year in the fifth had opted out and
disappeared from the Compound. It was said, because he had tried to
rape a fourth former, though no formal investigation appeared to
have been conducted following his absconding.

What Molly had never encountered was someone simply declining
their option. Dan Harper was a first, and therefore became someone
very special.

The careers officer had been completely taken aback. She had
asked Dan whether he was joking. Dan's reply was that he certainly
was not, that he found life in Compounds dull and limiting. That
had put a scowl on the lady's face. She had informed him that she
would be referring him to the Compound shrink for psychological
assessment. Dan had laughed aloud at that, a laugh of genuine
amusement, for which the officer could find no answer, so she
hurried on to the next student.

It was Dan's laughter that had got to Molly. He quite
obviously was not mad. He was a bright minded, healthy young man
who did not want a scholarship to university and wanted to live
outside. He obviously did not find it fearful, so why did Molly?
She had been raised believing she was one of the fortunate of the
world, that Ted O'Neil's sales skills and Deirdre Simpkin's
computer skills, had given their offspring far more than a bright
mind and a beautiful body: had given her the added bonus of an
Associated Sanitary Supplier's perpetuity policy, something that
would keep her safe, warm and well fed to the end of her days. She
was one of the 'few', silver spooned and all that. Now here was Dan
Harper laughing great holes in her view of the world, causing
flutters in her stomach, and perhaps up around her heart too,
disturbing her usually blissful sleep with dreams of flying and
falling and half grasped images of alien landscapes that stretched
on forever without any sight of high enwrapping fences, or little
red brick houses.

Fence road, as its name implied, followed the outside
perimeter of the Compound. A four metre high wooden fence on its
inside covered with Russian vine, it was not an especially
unattractive sight. There was a ten metre stretch of mown grass
between it and the road, dotted with shrubs and flower beds
professionally tended by Company gardeners, a couple of whom were
to be seen in the distance. The noisy thunder of the copter patrol
swept by just outside the Compound, whipping the tops of the trees
and causing the rooks to rise, angry and cawing at the disturbance.
A sight regularly observed by Molly and on this morning somehow
symbolising a freedom to protest that she aspired to join in, but
to protest at what she knew not.

There was a good half hour before class, so nodding to the
lady from the canteen, she passed the bus stop, deciding as often
before on fine mornings, to walk to school, conscious that the eyes
of the man were following her.

Ahead was one of the seven metre watch towers built into the
fence at intervals, a reminder that the innocuous enough looking
barrier was on its outside reinforced against anything less than a
fully mechanised attack.

The lone security guard stood in his tower, gun hanging from
his shoulder, gazing up at the helicopter as it raced off along the
line of the fence. Dropping his eyes he spotted Molly's approach.
She smiled up at him and he grinned back; his face appearing
vaguely familiar, beneath the tin hat.

She had thought so the day before. She waved at him and in
return received a piercing wolf whistle. Laughing, she waved again.
In response to this he reached up and unhooking the strap from
under his chin lifted his helmet and doffed it for her. This
archaic, gentlemanly gesture amused her no end, but through her
laughter she heard a sharp report. The guard, helmet raised, broad
smile on his face, leaned forward towards her over the wooden
balustrade. He leaned farther over until he was hanging over it, at
which point his helmet slipped from his grasp to drop towards the
ground. Molly was now level with the tower. She stopped walking to
watch the helmet fall, her mind flashing momentarily back to Dan
Harper, and the fact that he had shown no interest in her. As her
eyes lifted once more from the helmet to the tower, thinking
perhaps to collect it and climb the ladder to return it to its
owner, she saw the gun parting from his shoulder to precede him as
he too fell head first to the ground in a disjointed heap beside
his helmet, a swiftly spreading crimson flood suffusing his blond
white hair.

"Oh dear, he's been hit by a sniper!" The words ran through
Molly's head, even as they did when she got caught reluctantly
watching 'Chase and Kill', one of Jo's favourite TV programmes
shown live on Wednesday nights, when camera journalists like
Charlie Prestwick and Tina Frieburg went out with the paramil
patrols, hunting down Qaida bands in the no go suburbs of
Manchester or Newcastle. She herself would never turn the programme
on, but she found it difficult to walk away once caught up in the
compelling presentation such live action programmes frequently
managed to achieve. It was rare that battle was not joined, and
Molly like most of her contemporaries had seen real death happen so
many times in her brief life, the in depth picture images hardly
differing from the scene now before her. This sudden first-hand
experience did not immediately register as anything different. It
took long moments of frozen time to establish her personal
involvement with the blonde haired young man, who now lay very dead
almost at her feet.

When the penny finally dropped both her hands rushed up and
attempted the impossible task of getting them swallowed in her
rapidly opening mouth. Her teeth chewed on intruding fingers and
thumbs. The sound of running feet was heard over the still receding
sound of the helicopter. A long, just audible screaming sound
eventually issued from her blocked mouth. The two employees from
the bus stop had rushed over to the body, and appeared to Molly to
be jumping up and down around it in some weird war dance shouting
gibberish, while she stood frozen to the spot.

She heard other voices from behind her, and the two gardeners
ran to join those from the bus stop.

"Ring security! Get an ambulance!"

"Too late, he's dead!"

The man from the bus stop turned to stare at the frozen Molly.
A look of accusative venom projected towards her from the dark
suited, middle-aged face.

"He's dead!"

Lascivious eyes ate Molly up, pleasuring in her shocked
vulnerability. She backed away from that rapacious gaze and the
fantasy of sexual assault written there. Backed along the pavement
in the direction she had originally been going.

Another figure rushing past her broke the spell of her retreat
and she turned and with hands still pressing into her wide open
mouth walked on without a backward glance.

 


***

 



Chapter Two

 


 


It was eight hours later when Molly used the circular door to
enter the Wedgwood, recognising the child in herself that did so
and recalling vividly the last time she had used those doors. Her
father and Beatty had stayed at the hotel for one night en route
for Perth some three years before, and she and her mother had come
to the hotel.

Inside the foyer her eyes swept briefly right, to the cosy
alcove where they had all four sat, sipping their tea in polite
English fashion from Crown Derby bone china, one of the Company's
flagship products. Beatty had prattled on about the quaintness of
this old English custom. Molly now realised this had been to cover
her embarrassment at meeting Deirdre for the first time. The pain
her mother had felt at that meeting, which had shown later in the
tears she had shed in the cab on the way back to Magnia Street
caused a deep sigh in Molly, as she stood unmoving in the centre of
the hotel lobby.

'Damn divorce! It may be the everyday way of the world, but
something is very wrong with it.'

She became aware of people passing this way and that around
her and wrenching herself back to the present, moved across the
spongy rich patterned carpet towards the long counter reading the
signs Porter and Reception. She considered, before heading
determinedly for Reception, towards a girl of around her own age
waiting there, who was smiling familiarly at her. 'Patty
Charlesworth!' They had been in the same class, till Patty left
school in the fifth.

"Hi Molly, what are you doing here, meeting
someone?"

"Hullo Patty! Yes I am. Didn't know you were working
here."

"Since leaving school. I've only been on reception for the
past three months."

Molly thought Patty looked lovely. 'Has she had a nose job?'
She had always been a pretty girl, if a bit obvious, as Deirdre had
put it, but in her tight fitting navy blue suit, with well-groomed
blonde hair, she looked mature and self-possessed. Nothing like the
disarrayed girl Molly remembered from class.

"You're leaving this term aren't you?" Patty asked.

"Yes."

"What you going to do?"

"Don't know yet, university probably."

"You always had it up top Molly, as well as everywhere
else."

Molly accepted the compliment with a girlish grin, quite
destroying any air of superiority she had felt at the thought that
Patty was there to serve her.

"Mr Louis Fenton please," she announced.

She was disappointed Patty did not know the name and had to
look it up in the register, but she was rewarded with a beautifully
drawn out, "Ooh Molly, that's the penthouse suite, he must be
somebody to have that!"

"A friend of my dad's."

She waited while Patty called up, turning to gaze around the
lobby, catching the eyes of a couple of male execs. Couldn't be
anything else from the suits they were wearing.

"You're to go up Molly."

"Thanks! How do I get there?"

"There's a private elevator through those doors." She
indicated the way Molly should go. "Who is he?"

"Some big wheel in the Company my dad knows. He wants to see
me. Showing interest in my future."

"Sponsorship Molly!? Lucky you!" An envious look from Patty.
"I hope for your sake he's gorgeous."

"I don't know that it's going to make any difference to me if
he is or not, I'm just playing the obedient daughter."

"You're going to have to start somewhere Molly, might as well
start at the top, but if you're really not interested and he wants
company recommend me to him. I've never made it to the penthouse
suite."

"Do you mag?" asked Molly.

"When the chance arises. The management like it, coz it saves
them bringing people in, with all the possible risks that means.
Lots of us are licensed. I was maiding till I came on the desk,
which made things easier, but now I earn more, and try to aim a bit
higher. Trouble with the penthouse is the occupants hardly ever
come down. They fly in and out by copter, so we never get a chance
for them. The maiding up there gets special training and the ones
who get it hang onto it as long as they can. Maybe if you put in a
word for me, tell him how fanciable I am, he might ring down. I
finish at six and I've nothing so far tonight."

"Is this why we never see you in the club?" Molly was grinning
broadly.

"Partly, I like to hang around here after work. The foods
better than the club. I get into Stafford quite a bit
too."

"Oh! Is it good there?"

"There are cafes and restaurants, most have caterers and live
shows; it's fun. Go in a crowd of course, not alone. Why don't you
join us sometime? Just call me here."

"Thanks Patty, I will." 'I might,' she thought, "and I'll
remember, if I don't want him myself."

The words sounded as false in Molly's ears as they felt in her
belly. Why wasn't she ready for this? Connie would be. She strolled
towards the doors indicated, feeling just a little self- conscious
in her low heels and simple summer dress.

Rising swiftly in the elevator, thoughts of Ted and Deirdre
returned. She wondered whether her father used mags when he was
away on business. She assumed he must. She also wondered what more
Beatty had to offer him than her youth and good looks. It seemed to
be all men wanted. Maybe the Fems were right, but then men were sex
objects too. They said there were as many 'jigs' as 'mags' on sale
in cities like London. "You can't buck the market!' as the Great
Maggie had once said."

Connie had always told Molly she should get a license when she
reached eighteen, but Molly was determined not to before she lost
her virginity, and somehow, despite Peter's efforts to relieve her
of it, she had so far managed to retain it by opting to take her
medicine instead.

Not that her sex games with Connie had not disposed of it
technically. They had been using dildos on and off since Connie had
borrowed her mother's at twelve. Still, Molly was not ready to
start selling sex, not when she felt no need of the
money.

The status of prostitutes in the capitalist West had started
to change in the early years of the century. Confessional books by
happy hookers had been appearing for ages, but their authors never
became quite socially acceptable. It needed the ultimate age of
materialism to turn the trick. When hard core porn took off on
satellite television and good looking girls and boys started
earning large taxable incomes for public performances, watched by
millions, attitudes quickly started to change. Then followed the
international youth protests of the early twenties, when the young
unemployed took to the streets demanding the unqualified right to
openly sell sexual services. Licensing soon followed. The money was
being earned, it needed to be taxed. That finally took prostitution
off the streets and put an end to the scourge of the pimps,
replacing them with agents. State regulated health checks were
followed by licensed brothels. The arrival of the Magdalena nuns
then brought a fresh untarnished name for all those ladies so
employed.

The express elevator took Molly to the twentieth floor fast.
She emerged onto a silk pile carpet directly into what looked like
a real wood panelled hallway. She was inside the penthouse
suite.

There were several closed doors leading off and directly
opposite the lift open glass doors leading into what was obviously
the lounge. She could see tan leather couches, low, natural wood
coffee tables, side tables baring vast oriental vase lamps and
across the enormous room, for so it seemed to her, open patio doors
leading to a terrace, full of green plant life.

"Hullo," she called. There was no answer. She moved across the
hallway towards the room calling again. Still no response, so she
ventured into the room, surprised at its luxurious coolness,
despite the open window.

Drawn by the view she knew she would find from the terrace,
she crossed out through the patio doors into the sun drenched
afternoon heat.

In the distance, to the East, she could see Stafford and way
beyond, just visible through the haze, the rise of the
Pennines.

The terrace faced the South. Below were the acres of Compound
surrounded by its vine covered fence and outside of that twenty
metres of bare no man's land. Out of her view on the northern side
of the Wedgwood, the only high building in the Compound was, she
knew, the industrial expanse of potteries, stores and manufacturing
facilities, tastefully separated from the residential, shopping and
leisure areas which lay to the south and west.

She looked down on the park with its tiny inhabitants playing
tennis in white sun filter suits. Others strolled leisurely, while
some moved swiftly about their business. In the filter shaded play
park children crawled over the various frames, roundabouts and
slides, under the watchful eyes of Company nannies.

She raised her gaze to the villages, following Fence road from
the school towards Magnia Steet until she spotted the tower from
which Hobbs had fallen dead that morning.

She had learned the guard's name in class, when she had
eventually gone there, having spent fifteen minutes sitting locked
in one of the girl's loos. There, after five minutes of
uncontrolled shaking, she had gradually calmed herself with the
deep breathing exercise for the control of panic, that all students
were taught by the school councillor. 'Follow your breath from the
tip of your nose deep into the base of your stomach, hold it there
briefly and then very slowly follow it out until you need to draw
breath again.' She had practised this until she had felt able to
face her friends, and she had needed to practise it several times
during the day.

Hank Hobbs had been in the sixth form when Molly had been in
the fourth. She used to see him almost daily at school or lounging
around the park with his mates. He had whistled her then, but never
made any approach; fourth formers were just off limits for sixth
formers, though they might occasionally get asked to feel what a
boy had in his pocket.

She had thought the guard's face looked familiar, but his
cherubic features had faded enough from memory for her not to
recognise him under his helmet. She knew she was not really
responsible for his death, yet in some way she believed she had
killed him. Perhaps the bullet would have found its mark without
his having raised his helmet. Perhaps it hit him below the cover of
the helmet. Perhaps it would have penetrated the helmet. Whatever
the case she felt an amorphous guilt mixed with the shock of the
actual event, that several times during the day brought tears to
her eyes.

The only person she had told was Connie. Sitting together at
lunchtime under the copper beech she had tearfully related exactly
what had happened. Connie had tried to convince her that her
responsibility had been nil, but then later, when they had been
wandering back into class she had jokingly called Molly a jinx, and
the not normally superstitious Molly suddenly acquired a religious
mind. It could lead her through fear and repression to premature
senile dementia, or perhaps cause her to clean it to the point of
satori, for the law of cause and effect had been demonstrated to
her in a way that was entirely different from how it had presented
itself previously. The outside world had irrevocably intruded into
her life.

"I remember Hobbs well," had declared their teacher, Hodge.
"He sat where Peter's sitting now just two years ago. He was a
bright, boisterous lad, who could sometimes disrupt class, but
usually only with laughter. I frequently found myself in bantering
conflict with him on ethical matters. He got an A in maths and
another in physics and what I can't understand is why he ended up
in that watch tower holding a gun."

"You have to spend six months doing guard if you go into
security Hodge," responded Peter Carswell. "It's like basic
training. I'll have to do it. No one gets out of it. Less than one
in a hundred get killed, that's the statistics. It's one in fifty
in the paramils, and at this particular compound it's less than one
in a thousand. They get it a lot rougher at ICI and Boots. That's
far less than the rape statistics. Hobbs was just
unlucky."

Peter's reply seemed inappropriate to Molly. He had missed the
point Hodge had been trying to make. Molly might well have missed
it the day before but now her mind was different, it had the
presight of dreams and omens and the hindsight of synchronicity,
for it had experienced the fall of the sparrow.

Hodge tried again. "What I meant Peter was that Hobbs, from
the boy I remember, seemed to me one of the least likely students
to enter the security service. Why was he in that watch tower at
all?"

"Security is a great career Hodge. It isn't just about being a
Compound guard. I've got the careers promo video. You can go
anywhere in a company from security, depending on your talent and
ambition. You don't have to stay in uniform. You can go into admin,
work in design or electronics. Then there's the whole field of
espionage."

"Spying!" said another student.

"Right!" came back Peter enthusiastically. "Spying! Out in the
field, doing a James Bond! You can get a PHD in espionage at
Stanford and Sydney, and they're founding a chair at Cambridge this
year."

"The trouble with espionage is you can't move Companies
without a special dispensation, that's the snag," said another
student. "There's that oath of allegiance."

"That's no problem,' said Peter. ASS operates everywhere, pay
rates are comparable. There's no need to move
Companies."

"Well Peter," came back Hodge, "you obviously feel
enthusiastic about it, so perhaps it's the right career for you. I
can't help having reservations. I'm old-fashioned and obviously out
of date."

"I'm not staying in uniform," said Peter."I'm going to make
the best out of it. You can reach the board from security nowadays.
I see nothing wrong with it."

"You're right Peter, I'm sure." Hodge conceded reluctantly.
"Security is a necessity at all levels of public and private life.
It's just that I remember my grandfather talking of a time when he
was a child and no one ever locked their doors. The only policeman
living in his village cycled around on a bicycle doing nothing,
save occasionally getting his helmet knocked off outside the
British Legion on a Saturday night. A violent death was a
sensation, usually a motor accident, there being little else to
kill people."

"But there were wars that killed millions Hodge! World wars,
that devastated countries. There hasn't been a 'great' war for
nearly a century."

"That is indeed true Peter. Perhaps it's better having violent
death spread evenly throughout life, rather than in occasional
horrendous orgies." Hodge had not sounded entirely
convinced.

"Molly!"

She was recalled from recollection by a man standing just
inside the room. He could have been there watching her for some
time, she had not heard him approach. He was quite short, under two
metres and slightly built. He had fair hair, and a deep golden
looking tan, which had to have been lamped, no one would risk
gaining such colour from the sun. His face was quite handsome,
clean cut, as Deirdre would say, and he did not look old at all,
younger than her father.

He was staring at her with obvious approval and recognition,
he must have seen her on videos of Ted's, as she now recollected
having seen him, glass in hand, smiling camera wards, in party
groups with her father.

"Mr Fenton?"

"Lou," he said, stepping out and crossing the terrace to take
her hand, which he pumped formally before holding in both of
his.

"You look just as the videos show you Molly, very lovely! One
knows that they don't lie, but there's always the fear they
might."

Molly could feel her colour starting to rise under his
penetrating gaze and wished it would not. She noticed that his eye
colour matched the brown of his suit. 'He's wearing lenses.' She
smiled, dropped her eyes and turned her head a little to gaze out
over the Compound. "I've never seen it from up here
before."

"It's quite a view, isn't it? Where do you live?"

"Over there," she pointed. "Spode village. Just near the
fence."

"Uhhuh. Do you know why it's called Spode?"

"After the famous porcelain company. Jo collects old Spode,
she's got a beautiful collection."

"Of course, you would know that all village and street names
derive from companies or products we've acquired over the
years."

"We learned all about them at school."

"Let's have tea." He continued to hold her hand to lead her
back into the room. "I'm sorry I wasn't here to meet you, there was
something I had to attend to when the desk rang up. I think we'd
better stay inside, there's a bit too much sun out
there."

"It's beautifully cool in here." She sat primly on the nearest
couch, unconsciously keeping her knees together. He was regarding
her with obvious pleasure, and she felt her colour rising
again.

"This air conditioning gives perfect balance, much better than
you've got in your house in Spode village, better than the rest of
the hotel. I know, because I designed it, well, my team designed
it. We've been installing it in all our executive suites to test
it. See those sensors." He pointed to lots of small nodules, like
tiny spotlights, set at intervals across the ceiling. "You probably
thought they were lights?"

"I didn't really notice them. I'd have thought that if I'd
looked up"

"They're sensors. They read individual comfort level and adapt
the air stream temperature around you. The air stream feeds through
porous areas in the walls; if you look closely you can see them. It
still gets a little confused when there's a party, but we're
working on it. I only tell you because it's something I personally
achieved on behalf of this great Company we both belong to, and if
things go our way we'll be manufacturing components for it in
little old England in under two years. That's what's going to keep
me here, that and the Arc. I anticipate you'll have it in your next
home." He brought his hands together for a dry wash.

'He's nervous,' thought Molly. 'I'm making him
nervous.'

"How about this tea then? Do you use a formula? I must confess
I do, another part of Company commitment. It's that or another ten
thousand bucks on my insurance." He reached in a back trouser
pocket, extracting the little plastic card. Molly took hers from
her purse and handed it to him.

"Teacakes, or scones, cream and jam, what do you
fancy?"

"Teacakes, please!" It had been scones, cream and jam that
time in the foyer.

"Indian tea, with milk?"

"Please!"

He crossed to the wall deck and inserting the cards punched
out some keys, waited a few seconds before withdrawing them, then
returned to sit beside her on the couch, returning her
card.

"What's yours for? Nothing too heavy I imagine."

"No," she replied. "A slight AK imbalance. I sometimes forget
to use it. There's never any trouble. If I never used it there
might be an accumulative problem, so I usually do."

"We live in a dangerous world Molly," he said it without too
much conviction. "You know, I saw Ted and Beatty just a few days
back. I was in Perth. They were both well, and doing great things.
Ted's pushed Arc sales up to over six million units ordered, we're
going to have to work very hard to meet that demand. He's one hell
of a salesman your dad, not, if you'll forgive my saying so, like
your average Englishman. It must be the Irish in him. He was
telling me how much he wished he had you over there right
now."

'Did he mean it,' she thought. "He's asked me for Christmas."
She did not sound over enthusiastic.

"That'll be great for you both."

"I don't know that I'll go."

"Why not?"

"Well, Christmas isn't the time to be in Australia. It's bad
enough having to keep out of the sun here, and I don't want to
leave mum. He should come to us."

"With Beatty?"

"I don't know. Don't suppose he'd leave her
behind."

"Are you still unhappy about him and Beatty?"

"Yes, a bit. I don't see why he had to leave Deirdre; she
never gave him a hard time."

"Husbands and wives Molly, how much do their children
know?"

They sat in silence for a short while, Molly looking out at
the terrace, Lou watching her, nodding his head gently, a
sympathetic smile on his face.

Molly felt close to tears again. Hobbs' death had sensitised
her, bringing to the surface all the crying she had bottled over
the loss of her father, she was not going to let it out now, not in
front of Fenton.

"Maybe I'll go at Easter instead. I like
Australia."

"You've got counselling at school, haven't you
Molly?"

"Yes, we have. I'm not having personal counselling. Do you
think I need it?" There was a note of challenge in her
voice.

"No, I didn't mean that. It's just that our daughter Nina,
she… uh, she's a lot younger than you. She started counselling
recently. She and her mother were having problems and she seems to
be getting quite a lot out of it. Doesn't make her too easy to live
with; but if it does her good."

"Are you divorced?"

"No, no, I'm not divorced, not yet!" He laughed away the
Freudian slip. "I'm still with Julia, and she's my first. Yes,
Nina's dyslectic, and that's given her a lot of inadequacy
feelings, and with me not being there most of the time, as I'm the
Company trouble shooter."

"Couldn't you take them with you?"

"Take them with me?"

"Why not? The Company's rich enough. You're important enough.
When you get to your position you should be able to take your
family with you when you go somewhere."

"Yes, I could take them, economically I could, the Company
would pay, but there's the continuity of schooling, and Julia has a
beautiful home, friends; her own career outside of the Company. She
isn't going to follow me all over the world."

"There's not much future in families is there?"

Lou shrugged, Molly had struck a cord.

"You're not a Fem, are you Molly?"

"A Fem? No way!"

"Don't hate men?"

"No, I fancy them; I'm not dyke, just normally bi."

"I didn't think you could be." He seemed pleased with her
reply.

'He thinks I'm going to be a pushover, but I don't think I
am.'

"What did you mean, you're the trouble shooter?"

"Oh, it's not really trouble shooting in the old-fashioned
sense. I spearhead expansion and exploitation. In fact I'm going to
be spending most of the next two years here. Not at this Compound,
but in London. We're expanding our operation, that's why I'm
here."

"Why England, I thought this was one of the worst countries in
the world for consumption, why expand here?"

"It isn't what this country's going to buy; it's what we're
going to sell out of it. It's a cheap place to
manufacture."

The lift doors opened in the hallway beyond and a waiter
appeared with a trolley. He pushed it into the room, voicing a
polite, "Good afternoon Sir, good afternoon Miss." He unloaded its
contents onto the coffee table in front of them. Molly recognised
his face, either from school or the club, but couldn't put a name
to it. "Would you like me to serve Sir?"

"No, we'll do that ourselves, thanks Phil." Fenton tipped
without rising.

"Thank you Sir, Miss." At which point he gave Molly a wink,
which Fenton didn't catch, and left.

'Phil Redway! That's his name. He almost got Connie's
virginity.'

Lou played mother and they drank their tea, ate the warm
toasted teacakes and continued to talk. He asked her what she
wanted to do now she was leaving school. She told him she didn't
know, and of her thoughts about going on to university. He thought
that was her best course. He seemed to know her past grades,
obviously told him by her father and said he wanted to help her in
any way he could.

She could tell by the way he looked at her that he fancied
her, but he kept a paternal attitude and she relaxed and talked
freely about her mum and Jo, about how well they were getting on
together. She did not tell him about the two things that were
uppermost in her mind, Hobbs and Dan Harper.

Suddenly he glanced at his watch and said, "Excuse me Molly,
there's a call I have to make, don't you move." He grabbed the
handset from the table and dialled several numbers. First the wall
screen animated with the Telecom signal and then a large lavishly
furnished office appeared. There was no one in picture, but a voice
spoke.

"Oh, it's you Fen! I was wondering when you'd be calling in."
The voice was male, American and deep, with a thick mid west
drawl.

"Hi there WC," Fenton replied. "How are you doin
today?"

"I'm fine son! I'm bollack naked, having me a rub down, that's
why I'm not in picture. Who is that gorgeous little girl you got
there with you?"

Molly realised she could be seen, the Wedgwood lens perhaps
equalling the luxury of that in Walter Connally's office, for she
had known the moment Lou had spoken those famous initials that it
was the Chairman and Managing Director of ASS on the other end of
the line. She self-consciously straightened in her seat smoothing
her dress over her knees.

"This is Molly, WC, Ted O'Neil's daughter. You know Ted; he's
in Oz doing great things for the Company."

"Sure, I know Ted. Good man, this his daughter?"

"That's right Sir. This delightful young lady! He asked me to
look her up while I'm in England, so we're just having tea and
getting acquainted."

Molly felt she should make some kind of input. "How do you do
Sir!" She spoke to the empty office.

"I'm mighty fine thank you darlin, and I can see that you're
mighty fine. I'm sorry you cain't see me, but you aint missing
much. Should you ever find yourself over this way, you pay me a
visit now, see that you do. You see she does that some time
Fen."

"I'll do that Sir."

"Molly honey, if yer brains match yer beauty, you'll have a
real bright future with this great Company. Now then Fen, where'd
you say you were?"

"England WC; Stafford Compound."

"Right; got you! How's project Apache coming, anything
happening yet?"

"I've got my first meeting with the Environment Minister in
London tomorrow. Thompson's given me a very detailed report, with
precise requirements. There's scarcely a thousand people living in
the entire area, just a small village and not very productive
farms. I think I might be able to swing this one without any
Washington pressure, it looks good. There's two deep water ports
not an hour's drive from the sight."

"That sounds real good Fen. This ones important boy! When we
get the Arc and the Air Conditioner into Ireland those bastards
from Privy will curl up and die. Don't fergit they'll be buggin you
every inch of the way."

"Don't worry WC, I know their game plan. I'll be watching my
back. Even if they've got a new air conditioning system too, the
Arc is going to keep us in front for a very long time."

"That's my boy! Keep me posted and take good care of
Molly."

The screen went blank as Fenton was saying his
farewells.

"He's a great guy, good man to work for. Came right up from
the bottom. You ask you're dad, he'll agree. You notice the way he
knew exactly who Ted was. When you get to the States, you pay him a
call, he meant that, he'll remember! Another cup of
tea?"

While Molly drank more tea Paul Fenton made other phone calls,
this time without picture. He confirmed his hotel room in London
for the following night, confirmed the time of a meeting the next
day with a Percy Upton Harcourt, the Environment Minister and made
arrangements for a mag called Alisia to visit him at his hotel.
That done he settled again beside her on the couch.

"I must say Molly that when I knew I was coming to England,
and it's been a long time since I was here, the first thing I did
was ask Ted if he minded if I looked you up, and he said he would
be happy for us to get acquainted. He knew I had a soft spot for
you."

"How could you, without knowing me?"

"Ted and I were working closely together the three years he
was in the States, which as you're well aware was the time that
Beatty came into his life. That was when the televids started
crackling the air waves back and forth between Deirdre and he, and
on several occasions I saw this troubled, sometimes tearful, young
lady trying to sort out where she stood in the middle of the split
that was happening."

"I didn't talk to you."

"No, you didn't. All televids on Company office lines are
automatically recorded. I saw some playbacks. As I say, Ted and I
are close and he shared his problems with me. I hope I'm not
embarrassing you, but I'd like you to understand something. You
probably know that sponsorship of young Company persons by
executives is becoming a bit of a habit nowadays. It can happen
from a chance meeting, but often it's arranged, either by parents,
or teachers. Since Lemon it's usually involved some physical
contact and exchange. I don't need to elaborate on
that?"

"No," said Molly, beginning to colour up again.

"What I'm trying to say is that where you're concerned it's
somewhat different, not specifically intended as a sponsorship
arrangement to take advantage of a beautiful young lady's favours.
It's just that my heart went out to that frightened girl in the
televids, I never got all of it back, that's about it."

He sounded sincere; maybe she wouldn't be taking her medicine
after all. She felt a subtle relief that perhaps her father had not
colluded in any strict arrangement; but left the options up to her.
Suddenly, the image of Dan Harper laughing at the careers officer
rose in her mind, and a feeling of optimism swept over
her.

Fenton had stopped speaking and now sat watching her. The fact
that she had filled his fantasies for almost five years, since his
first glimpse of her on video, she did not know, but her current
sensitivity picked up the strong feelings he projected and whether
his getting to know her might devalue that regard was something she
felt no concern about. The image of Dan Harper laughing and the
wide world opening up outside the Compound made Lou Fenton's
desires less important than they might otherwise have been.
Besides, a young man had possibly died that day, simply because he
fancied her. Fenton was good looking and she thought it just
possible they might become intimate, even if no arrangements had
been made. Until something more exciting came along Lou Fenton
looked like a possible door to a world of change and
possibility.

"Deidre sends her regards. She said that if you find time and
would like to come out to the house she and Jo would be happy to
see you. They know you're very busy."

She had not reacted to what he had said, but had changed the
subject, and he had to go with her.

"I'm sure I'll get the chance sometime, but the next few days
will be hectic, I've important meetings in London. However, would
you like to have dinner with me on Friday evening, if you don't
already have a date?"

"Friday? Friday's my birthday, but I'd only be going to the
club with mum and Jo, I don't think they'd mind if…"

"Your birthday!" He exclaimed. "Oh, I'd really love to take
you out on your birthday Molly. Somewhere special. I'm told that
Chester's the nearest good place to eat, or we could fly down to
London?"

"London!" Her eyes lit up with excitement.

"No, not London! Let's go for the best! I'll book a table at
Murphy's, how does that sound?"

"Dublin! Murphy's in Dublin!" Can we really go there? Oh
boy!"

"You can watch the cream of Europe at the trough, but you must
promise me you won't ask anyone for an autograph."

From the direction of the open patio doors there now arose the
low thunder of engines.

Molly looked at her watch. It was five forty-five.

"What the hell is that?" exclaimed Fenton.

"It's the start of the rush hour. We're directly below one of
this weeks flight lanes.

"What, to Ireland?"

"Yes, Mayo and Connemara. From Brussels, Paris, Strasbourg and
the Frankfurt area. This week we get the heaviest commuter traffic
there is. Friday evenings and Monday mornings are
horrendous."

Fenton was moving towards the patio, the sounds of the
choppers now a heavy roar. Molly got up from the couch and followed
him.

They were flying high in the clear sky. Machine's of various
sizes. Too high to make out the Company logos. They came over in a
wide band, keeping their distance from each other but in no
particular formation. Molly and Fenton stood on the patio staring
up. To Molly it was a familiar, and quite uninteresting sight, but
Fenton seemed to find it fascinating. "They hold their height, is
that because of Qaida?"

"Yes, and because of the noise" said Molly. "On clear days
they're always very high up."

"They all knock off work at the same time, do they?" grinned
Fenton.

"They come in batches," replied Molly. "This is the Belgian
and French batch. Everybody quits business at five, then it thins
out, until the Strasbourg crowd come over. The last lot are from
Frankfurt, Stuttgart and Munich, but it goes on all evening, back
and forth. The Berlin and Ruhr commuters take a more northerly
lane. Those from Spain and Italy fly over the sea, or they're meant
to. We get it evening and morning, on alternate weeks, when it
moves a hundred miles north. Friday is the worst, because some of
them stay on the continent during the week."

"ASS has got a few Company houses on the west coast, I guess
you know that don't you," he asked.

"Oh yes! Mum and I spent time there with dad, before he went
to the States. The air's wonderful. I always loved it".

"One of the few places left in the world where it's good to
breathe deep." Lou grinned, "The Irish say that when the Westerly's
blow real hard they can smell America, but I don't believe that."
Now he laughed and reaching for her hand drew her back into the
room.

"I'm going to have to say goodbye to you now Molly, till
Friday. There's a lot of business I have to get through before
then, but I'm really looking forward to our evening
out."

"So am I, that's where I'd really love to go to university,
Trinity. I think Dublin must be the most exciting city in the
world, even more exciting than Berlin, and a lot
healthier."

"Well, who knows Molly, maybe you'll make it there, maybe
it'll happen for you. You made quite an impression on old WC, and
he's got a lot of pull. I'll let you into a commercial secret,
Ireland is ASS's prime market target for this venture I'm setting
up; its Ireland brings me here. Listen!" He indicated the
helicopter roar from outside. "That's a hell of a lot of money up
there Molly. That's the wealth of Europe and it's all heading for
the most desirable piece of real estate, perhaps the healthiest
habitable place left on this side of the planet, Bel Eire, where
the west winds still blow clean and the rain clouds hide the
sun."

Molly left the Wedgwood in a bit of a daze. The interview with
Fenton had gone well. She was in no doubt she had impressed him, if
fancying her meant being impressed, and she had found him quite
attractive, because he was good looking and he wasn't old. Knowing
him offered exciting possibilities for the future. If he could get
her into Trinity, that would be fantastic. She just hoped her
grades, when they finally came through would be good enough. What a
fool Dan Harper was not to grab the chance of university. What on
earth would he be able to do outside, that being in a Company
couldn't better. She thought back to the day before, when she'd
spent ten minutes after school waiting for him, in order to ask
just that question. Only he had not appeared. What she had not
known was that he had spent half an hour after school in the
library searching for a disc on chemistry that would increase his
understanding of the nature of gases, in particular methane. A gas
with which his life was very much involved.

Molly decided not to go directly home but stroll across the
park and up through the wood to Connie's, to tell her about Fenton.
She certainly would not have any qualms about taking her medicine!
Connie was a New Catholic, her parents had come over from Holland
with the Company. They were religious, if Newcaths could really be
called religious given their extremely free interpretation of the
Christian gospels.

Unlike Molly, Connie was quite clear in her mind what she was
going to do with her life. No university for her. Directly after
vacation in Ireland, she was going as a novice in the order of
Saint Mary Magdalena, with aspiration to join the Magdalena choir,
and spend her life travelling the world, singing for her supper and
serving, or as Connie herself preferred to put it servicing the New
Catholic priesthood, the most satisfied, if not sanctified, priests
in Christendom.

Thoughts of sex again brought Dan Harper and Hobbs nagging at
Molly's mind. Somehow the two were intertwined. She did not think
she fancied Dan. She had only waited at school to ask him about
life outside, before breaking up for the summer probably separated
them for ever. Thoughts of a future she had to create for herself
was forcing her mind to broaden and look around. Compound life
certainly was not exciting enough; the future had to offer
more.

Crossing the yellow dry park grass, she took one of the paths
that lead up into the woods that crowned the hilltop. Memories of
childhood hours playing with Connie, Peter and other friends
brought comforting nostalgic sweeps. The sight of favourite
climbing trees, glades where they had picnicked, or camped
overnight in their tiny tents, playing doctor-patient or
mummy-daddy games, making up horror stories and snuggling terrified
down into their sleeping bags with the sounds of the night beyond
the fragile canvas walls. Then, in the morning, the vast black
beetles that scurried away when they lifted their ground
sheet.

Ascending the slope of the hill she saw ahead of her, seated
on a bench, his PC open on his knees in the shade of a mighty oak
tree, Dan. For a moment she broke her stride, anticipating that he
would look up at her approach, but his eyes stayed firmly down. She
was determined to accost him and said, "Hallo Dan!"

"Oh, hallo Molly!" He smiled that warm smile, but said nothing
further.

"What are you studying?"

"A disc I borrowed from the school library, on chemistry." He
looked back down at the screen. If he carried on reading, she would
have to walk on, so she quickly said. "You really are a bit of a
swot, aren't you?"

"Not really. I only read up on things I need to know." His
eyes again went back to the screen, but Molly had her opening, she
sat down beside him on the bench and read, "'The composition of
flammable gases.' Why do you need to know about gases?"

For a moment he hesitated, uncertain what to say. then he
shrugged. "I'm working on something my dad didn't
finish."

"For the Company?" Molly sounded very surprised.

"No, not for the Company. Something he was working on at
home."

"Is that why you've always got your nose in your PC, not
school work, but for this, this thing of your dad's?"

"Yes. I do what I have to for school, so's I don't blow out,
but what I'm really working on is an invention of his."

"What is it?"

"Ah, well, uh… it's not really something I talk about. You
don't tell people about an invention till it's patented, in case
someone pinches it. Not that I think you would, but you might tell
someone, and they might tell someone else."

"I see! You're better not to tell me then. If anyone does
pinch it you might think it came from me, wouldn't want that. Did
it take your dad long to invent the Arc?"

"The idea came to him in a fit of depression while he was
trying to design an automated cleaner for a dry compost lavatory
pan. It started as a diversionary game. He wasn't going to patent
it till mum insisted, then he sent the design to ASS and everything
just took off from there."

"My dad's head of sales for the Company in the far East. He's
sold over six million. I was told that today."

"Really."

"You don't get a fifty for everyone sold, do you?"

"That would be something." He laughed.

"Do you get anything?"

"No! Dad just got a good contract. Mum's taken care of in
executive style till she dies. They bought up the freehold of our
house in Birmingham and gave it to us, but we don't get
royalties."

"What a cheat. You could be billionaires."

"I don't know what we'd spend it on."

"You'd soon find ways to spend it, that's never difficult."
Dan's eyes didn't return to the screen, so Molly carried on. "I was
just up in the penthouse suite of the Wedgwood looking out over the
countryside, it looked quiet and peaceful, I wondered what it would
be like to live out there?"

"It would be fine. You can wander where you want, allowing for
private property."

"I'd be frightened of meeting the Qaida."

"That's silly. They wouldn't be interested in you. They're
fighting the conglomerates and the governments. Trouble is they
believe their cause is worth killing for. They're stupid and
deranged. The problems they cause outsiders are enormous, because
the law acts as though everyone's on their side, which is
ridiculous. The biggest threat to outsiders comes from over zealous
policing. It's alright inside most of the villages, because the law
keeps its distance. I can go days without seeing a policeman, but
in city centres they're everywhere, stopping anyone they fancy just
to relieve their boredom. It's not so bad in the countryside,
because it's only paramil patrols roaring around. Most of the time
peace reigns."

"The only village I've been in is Hampstead, that must be
special I think."

"What's special about it?" He seemed interested.

"I don't know; the windmills I suppose, and the pavement life.
Everyone seems laid back, and it's beautiful: the old buildings. I
thought it was special. I went there with Connie and her parents,
when she went for her interview at the Convent; a couple of months
back."

"You should see our village; it's in a suburb of Birmingham;
fairly flat. There's no great park like Hampstead Heath, and no
tourists, but it's safe and easy going. Full of lots of busy people
doing their own thing and living fairly comfortably."

"If you invite me, I'll come. I'd love to see it."

"It is beautiful, because it's well cared for, but it's not
spectacular. Our windmills don't sing and we don't have very many
as we're not dependant on wind, but we don't run short of power.
We're very integrated and fairly self-sufficient. If I have
anything to do with it we'll soon be far more."

"Is that what you're working on?"

Dan took off his glasses, removed a handkerchief from his
pocket and cleaned them to avoid saying anything else for a bit.
Molly had not seen him without them before and thought his face
quite handsome; his eyes when he looked at her were grey. She
remembered Fenton's light brown eyes that matched his suit and
chuckled.

"What is it?" he asked, thinking perhaps she was laughing at
him.

"This guy I've just been to see. He had lenses the same colour
as his suit, when I saw your eyes were grey, it reminded me. I
wasn't laughing at you; I like you without your
glasses."

"Oh, well sorry, but I need them. Could never get used to
lenses; too much of a bother.

"That's alright; I like you with them too."

Dan smiled, pleased. He had always admired Molly's appearance
and was quite enjoying her attention.

"What about Mansies?" She asked. "They must be
terrifying!"

It was his turn to laugh. "Come on! You're not going to meet
any Mansies. They're bogeymen to frighten kids."

"They exist! They've tortured and killed people."

"So did Neilson and the Yorkshire ripper. Being inside or
outside won't protect you from nuts."

"More rapes and murders happen outside!" She declared
firmly.

"Of course they do, they have to. There are vast cities out
there. Over ninety-five percent of the world live out there, and
some of them are stupid and sick and do terrible things, that's no
different from how it's always been."

"But it is safer inside!" She declared firmly.

"Of course it's safer inside. The safest thing would be never
to get out of bed. I must go."

He got up closing his PC. She wondered if he was wanting to
get away from her and felt a brief hurt, the slight exasperation of
his last remark was however wiped away when he turned smiling to
her and said. "You should go out there Molly. Come and visit me
when I go home, find out what it's like, you might take to it. I
think you'll be surprised. Bye! See you tomorrow."

He moved off swiftly in the direction Molly would be going,
but she made no attempt to catch him up, just watched his slender
figure drop from view as he descended the hill.

She'd had four invitations in one day, to Australia for
Christmas, to Stafford with Patty, to Dublin with Fenton and now to
visit Dan in his village. Why was she not happier, because of
Hobbs, because of her dad, because she didn't know what she wanted
to do? She had to go 'outside', she knew that, she could not spend
the rest of her life in a Company compound. Dan's village might be
a stepping stone, if he meant it. She could still go to Trinity if
they would have her. All sorts of doors were opening, why wasn't
she 'cock a hoop'?

She would go to Connie's, tell her all of it, that would cheer
her up, and about seeing Phil what's his name in the Wedgwood,
Connie had really fancied him. They'd have some fun together, much
better than going home, or to the club.

She set off in the direction Dan had taken, but not fast
enough to catch him up.

 


***

 



Chapter Three

 


 


Lou Fenton didn't dream of Molly the night after meeting her.
He thought of her till the moment he went to sleep, but he dreamt
of his wife Julia. He dreamt of her making love with someone else.
Like a fly on the ceiling he looked down on the bare back of a
large man, obscuring all but the head and wide open legs of Julia.
He heard more of her pleasure than he saw of her form. Identifying
the man was difficult, was it Walter Connelly, Ted O'Neil, was it
that idiot, Rod Daltry, whom he was sure had been knocking Julia
off just prior to his return from Australia. Sure, because Daltry
had evaded his eyes at Julia's dinner party most of the time, held
them fixedly for brief moments, and spent most of the evening
either leering at Julia or furtively glancing at Lou's crotch, as
though estimating what size and quality of weapon lay dormant
there.

On waking he immediately thought of Julia and affronted by her
imagined betrayals switched his thoughts back to Molly. He wanted
her to be his and nobody else's. He even briefly considered calling
to ask her to join him for breakfast, but knew he must not treat
her like a mag. He ate alone in the penthouse, regretting he had no
video of her to shoot his load at. He would have to hold on and
take it out on Alicia in London that evening.

At nine o'clock, soberly suited, a shiny black leather brief
case dangling from his hand, he ascended to the copter pad on the
roof of the Wedgwood and took off for his meeting with the
Environment Minister.

Louis Fenton had grown up just outside of the original Disney
Land, in California. His early life had somewhat lacked material
security. His father, a plumber, being in and out of work, and his
mother, a low paid, unskilled service employee, constantly in it.
He did, however, have one vital secure root; his parents had loved
him and each other.

The envy many insecure Americans felt at the building of the
first Japanese security compounds in California, with their offer
of Perpetuity Contracts to a few valued employees had been
communicated to Lou by his parents, making him determined to crack
the system and get into Disney, one of the first American Companies
to embrace the new employment terms.

In adolescence Fenton's horizons broadened as his ambitions
expanded, Disney became less significant and other companies drew
his eye. After his parents had near bankrupted themselves helping
him through college, despite his taking part-time jobs as a
freelance domestic repair man, he managed to get into ASS through
the back door in the somewhat hazardous occupation of deliveries
and repairs. This lead eventually to his becoming stores manager at
their San Diego 'mission', a term brought into use because of the
frequent occurrence of armed and mechanised assault on Company
shops and stores. Lou survived a couple of armed thefts with credit
and commendation, but it was still another eight years before they
offered him their Perpetuity Policy to hold in his sweating
hand.

By this time he had gained an MA in micro engineering from
Stanford, an open degree, worked for in the early hours of the
morning in his small apartment in the ASS 'mission', bent over
lecture videos, typing up notes, his eyesight taking the toll of
hours spent gazing at a small screen, resulting in glasses by the
time he was thirty.

It was the year after he got his policy that he acquired the
luscious Julia.

A successful independent PR consultant, she soon turned her
attention to promoting Lou's career. Observing what was what and
who was who in the Company, she plotted his future course with
devotion and professional expertise. She made him take up tennis
and squash and eventually golf, as she dressed and groomed him for
the top.

When Herbie Brightman, another micro engineer opened up over a
boozey meal, that he had devised plans for a body responsive air
conditioning system it was Julia who saw the possibilities for Lou.
She got him lobbying for development money for Brightman's idea and
at the Company conference, it was she who sent him into the
executive wash room to beard and win the support of the great
WC.

It took another four years for Fenton to make head of R and D,
but Julia was not content to rest there and a couple of years later
he made the board. The only question remaining was whether Julia
would continue to be Mrs Louis Fenton for very much
longer.

The aging process was growing over their marriage as it had
grown over all of their friend's marriages. The universal Company
concept of leisure for pleasure and service at a price, had started
them negotiating their way through marriage from their initial
budgeting of the ceremony.

They negotiated at breakfast board meetings, the family
budget, their daughter's education, their social life, their
holidays, everything including their extra marital sex life. When
they were together, Lou not working away from home, they made love
only to each other, apart from flirtations to establish possible
future liaisons, or retain liaisons not yet exhausted. When,
however, they were apart, they could have anyone else.

The problem for Lou was that he alone left the home, which
meant that Julia rarely if ever met any of his ladies, whereas he
was continually confronted by her men, or assumed he was, because
she was under no obligation to point them out. This and the fact
that she was, despite the normal surgical cosmetic aids, starting
to look somewhat her forty years was beginning to sour Lou's
affections. Her continuing efforts to supervise and promote his
Company ascent did not help much either. He had never really
credited her with engineering his success.

There were times, when Julia became so patronisingly maternal
that he found it quite difficult to hold an erection. He had even
started taking the occasional Viagra to feel safe. At other times,
when she was playing the whore with some guy sniffing around her he
could not get enough.

Neither condition was without anxiety, so for some time he had
been playing with the idea of finding a younger lady, someone less
motherly castrating. Ted O'Neil's Beatty had for a while seemed to
be that lady, but somehow she had lacked that extra special
something, that mythical blend of Julia Roberts and Hilda Harper
that he aspired to. So he had let her go willingly to Ted, relieved
that their getting together took her off his hands. Besides; he had
spotted Molly!

Molly! Far too young and innocent as he acknowledged she
presently was, while privately watching her on videos he had copied
from Ted's calls, but she was oh, so beautiful and time was
passing.

Lou's work rarely brought him to England, its weak consumer
market gained little attention from the vast world wide
Corporation. ASS did own the best of old English porcelain, and
their Compound near Stafford produced a profit, but Fenton had not
before the previous day ever visited it. He had only spent the
occasional night stopover in London en route to the European
Federation. Time only to find a couple of dependable 'mags' and a
bearable Texmex restaurant. It wasn't till changes in Eire dragged
the eyes of the two mighty world construction corporations back
towards what was still being termed the British Isles.

Ireland! Its healthy climate, lack of ominous sunshine and
rural charm. Its absence of industrialisation. Things which for
generations had kept it among the poorest of European nations, had
begun to attract the helicopter travelling super rich as early as
the end of the 'nineties'. Fleeing first UVB and yet later the
'stink' from the East, desperate to find peace and safety, far
removed from the pressure and riot of modern life, and the lethally
sun drenched, Muslim fundamentalist and Qaida threatened
Mediterranean coastal resorts, which had long since lost most of
their charm; Eire was at last discovered. First by Europe and
eventually the world. Ten years from the time the first BMW Exec
bought his plot on the west coast of Cork, fifty minutes by copter
from Stuttgart, half of Europe's top Company people were ensconced
in villas and small estates across the Emerald Isle, partying
together at weekends and eating Europe's best prepared foods in
delightful restaurants and bistros, served by the most charming and
cultured of all European peoples.

Dublin, with its golf courses, horse racing, its wealth of
living and historical literary, theatrical and artistic giants,
fast became the Mecca of the rich, and the cultural heart of the
Western world. Paris, New York and Berlin were hard pressed to
compete, and London didn't get a 'look in'.

When the rich were followed by the poor the Irish government,
prompted by powerful commercial backing, cited the special
arrangements gained by Switzerland when it had joined the EF, and
was given a Strasbourg dispensation to pass immigration laws
preventing too many of Europe's less rich from following their
leaders. This meant assisting its ex-patriots, who proceeded to
return in droves from foreign climes, to gain the greatest economic
benefit from the wealth that fell from the skies.

Unification followed swiftly, when the rich South proceeded to
buy up the poorer North. There was no law to prevent them. With
money to spend they bought property and took up residency. Suddenly
there were far more Sien Fein seats in the House of Commons than
Unionist ones. The referendum that followed brought unification and
the English lost, it must be confessed with some considerable
relief, their last significant chunk of alien soil. Unionist
protest was muted, for the advantages of being part of a rich
European Federal Republic were only too apparent. There was very
little of the Union Jack left to wave anyway.

Fenton's pilot had clearance to land on the Ministry of the
Environment roof in Whitehall. Emerging from the copter he was met
by a dark suited very lovely brunette, attractive enough for him to
make a note to try to get her call number, and without delay he was
soon comfortably ensconced in a large leather armchair in a vast,
decaying, high ceilinged office that seemed to him to typify the
impoverished English at work. Facing him across a large desk,
seated in an equally grand leather wing chair was England's
Minister for the Environment, the Right Honourable Sir Percy Upton
Harcourt MP. Coffee, safely decaffeinated, was on its way and the
Minister was beaming professional welcome and crossing the fingers
of his concealed left hand as he opened the dialogue.

"How can England's government be of service to you Mr Fenton,
or may I call you Louis, and please do call me Percy."

"Well Percy, I'm Lou or sometimes Fen, take your pick. I have
best wishes to give you and your Prime Minister from Walter
Connally. He's sorry not to come in person, but the world-wide
demands on him require his presence in Denver. I hold his
commissioned authority and the fact is I'm here to do
business."

"Well, business with a Company as powerful and reputable as
ASS is something we English are more than open to. Ah, here's
coffee." He broke off while Carol, the dark suited young under
secretary, served them both and returned Lou's allergy card. Lou
meanwhile dug into his briefcase and produced a tape, which he
placed on the desk before the Minister. "Set this up before you go
would you Carol? I'll only stick it in backwards or
something."

Carol put the video in the machine and passed the minister the
hand control. With a warm and what Fenton interpreted as inviting
smile she left the room.

"Shall we play the tape, or should we rather chat a little
first Lou?"

"Play the tape Percy. It's all in there. We'll need to chat a
bit after."

So Upton-Harcourt pressed the button, and they both sipped
their coffees and watched the screen.

 


As teacher for upper school, Hodge had said farewell to half a
dozen previous years' school leavers. Each time he found himself
less than happy with the plight of many Company offspring, for
while their options were usually honoured, opportunities within the
highly automated ultra efficient Companies, were not nearly
adequate to satisfy the aspirations of their inherited employees,
as all, with rare exceptions, took up their options and all, but
for a very bright or well connected few, found themselves with
little work satisfaction, having to fill the ever needful demands
of security, sales and services.

The rigidity of late Capitalist practices, with fully expanded
markets limited to innovation, replacement units and fashion
trends, good opportunities were on offer in design and engineering
for exceptional students, but the Companies frequently bought in
talent from outside their own employees ranks. Brilliance it
appeared, bred more easily among outsiders. The result was that
many above average students would end up like Hobbs, on guard duty,
or serving behind the bar in a Compound club. The advantage of
predetermining gender did mean that one child only families was the
general rule for corporate couples, which did help keep numbers
down, the Companies would otherwise have been hard pressed to
fulfil their obligations. Supervision from early childhood also
helped produce fairly submissive employees, the Japanese had
realised that.

Hodge had to acknowledge to himself that Dan Harper's decision
not to take up his option had not at all displeased him. While it
was true that Dan's exceptional chemical and engineering potential
might well have lead to a highly successful future inside the
Company.

Hodge had never regretted taking a Company job, having from
early in life rejected any adventurous urges. An inactive, low
libido gay, at fifty-four, the rapid approach of retirement found
him strangely restless, with an almost youthful romantic desire to
experience a wider world. More and more he found himself wondering
what he would do, where he would go, and how he would spend his
future. His tiny company cottage on a retirement estate in the West
Country held little attraction for him, though he was very glad it
was there, for when he would need it. Had he been married or had a
partner to share his retirement with, his view would perhaps have
been different. As it was he felt his horizons were about to
broaden, giving him a strong involvement with the school leaving
sixth formers, whilst his just sufficient pension, he was well
aware, would resolve for him many of the problems they were yet to
face.

The class was not large this afternoon, students were racing
around school saying their farewells, having last minute meetings
in the careers office, and arranging their vacations and
sabbaticals. Teaching was over, save perhaps for a few words of
uplifting wisdom, if he could find any, for Hobbs' death had cast a
shadow over the school.

"Can I tell those of you here something I remember from when I
was quite a young man." The buzz of conversation died gradually,
the sixth formers were far too pleased at their school days ending
to give him a hard time. "I was riding on the top of a London
double decker bus along Bayswater Road. This was long before AA
Hire and there was always a traffic jam getting into the Marble
Arch roundabout. We were stationary for about five minutes and I
sat fascinated, watching a man sweeping the pavement. He had the
usual wide broom that road sweepers had then, and he was dancing
with it. I don't mean dancing with it in his arms, like an
old-fashioned waltz or foxtrot, there wasn't a glimmer of fantasy
or distraction from purpose in his actions. He was quite simply,
with choreographed strokes, sweeping the pavement. The only
unnecessary additional action he made was to every so often twirl
the broom head, as though to give him extra volition. People
passing were pausing to watch him work, but he didn't break off to
indulge their attention, he appeared not to notice them. When the
bus moved away I could only just resist rising in my seat to
continue watching him for as long as possible. Over the years that
road sweeper has come to mean a great deal to me, especially when I
see people unhappily engaged in menial repetitive tasks. Now, he
may have been a manic depressive, only a few hours from suicide,
but I cannot but believe that if a person can arrive at as much
ritualistic involvement in their everyday activities as that man,
they will not go too far wrong. I remember feeling sad that the
arrival of the 'vacs' a couple of years later, possibly ended his
happiness in life, but such, as they say, is progress."

"Are you hinting that poor old Dan here will soon be vacuuming
the streets, Hodge?" The remark came from Peter Carswell. He had
been feeling a little upset at Molly's sudden interest in Dan. She
had talked of nothing else during the lunch hour.

"Perhaps Dan least of all," came back Hodge. "He seems to
already have his future planned. No, my little story is for you
all. None of you know what you'll end up doing, life doesn't quite
deliver on request."

"But don't you think Hodge, that anyone who turns down a
Company policy, must either be mad or red," continued
Peter.

Dan protested! "Why a socialist? That old potato! Why do I
have to be politically motivated?"

"Because anyone who thinks life outside offers more has to be
against the system. If you're against the system you're a
socialist!"

Molly was not the only one to protest, but she continued after
the others had finished.

"That's not true is it Hodge. We don't still have to choose
between socialism and capitalism do we, surely that's all in the
past?"

"You're right Molly," said Dan. "'Village' life isn't any
longer either one thing or the other."

"Of course it is," came back Peter, "it's socialism with tax
avoidance."

"Do we have to take sides, Hodge?" Molly appealed. She always
thought Hodge a fount of wisdom.

"My little knowledge of so called 'hippie' villages inclines
me to think they strike a middle way. Their Credit Unions usually
take advantage of any investment opportunities, as do all the great
charities, and the churches, but the 'Villages' do seem to support
their weaker members better than socialist governments ever did,
and while there's no direct redistribution of wealth, there is
considerable levelling of income through the Lets system. Isn't
that right Dan?"

"Yes."

"There's the religious way of life too, that's very
different." It was Molly's friend Connie piping up. "The religious
life doesn't take sides."

"Some people say it's perfect socialism," responded Hodge,
"with redistribution, but hopefully no envy. Has anyone here heard
of Ludvig Heinz?"

"I have," said Dan.

"Do you happen to know his definition of socialism and
capitalism?"

"Capitalism is greed and socialism is envy."

"Thank you Dan! The full quotation goes, 'Capitalism and
Socialism exist as a mutual duality, as head and tail of the same
coin. They're the politics of greed and envy. No perceptive human
being would advocate either.' You must have read Heinz essay on
Domestic Engineering?"

"No, I never read it. My dad was always quoting him. He
thought he was great. I've still got his book at home, but I've
never read it."

"Who was this Heinz Hodge?" asked Henry Harding. "We've never
heard of him." Others echoed the question.

"He created a mild stir among intellectuals when his essay on
Domestic Engineering was published early this century, but his
views found little favour among his peers and he faded into
obscurity. Connie proposes the religious life as an alternative to
greed and envy, well;" Hodge was beginning to enjoy himself, this,
he thought, was a good chat to end the year with, "it is centred on
God and not on wealth creation, but it can be a bit austere and
require unacceptable beliefs and commitments. Dan says 'Villages'
have found a different way. They didn't exist in their present form
when Ludvig Heinz was writing. There were a few hippie communes,
and Lets had started among some small communities. Actually,
Heinz's essay is a search for that other way."

"Did he find it?" asked Molly, hopefully.

"Not really. He came to the conclusion that an alternative was
just possible for a large family or group, a community bound by
mutual affection and need, what he termed a domestic unit; where
any wealth collected by individuals was obligated to fair
distribution among members and honour forbade inequality. He also
believed that individuals could with some effort make their way
outside the system, but at some cost in comfort and social
life."

"By becoming tramps or travellers, Hodge?"

"Not necessarily. He also acknowledged that opting out could
only be done with confidence in liberal democracies, with free
market economies, where the ethos of freedom of choice was either
enshrined in law or culturally acceptable."

"Only under Capitalism can people be free." Peter declared,
convinced his argument was won.

Hodge smiled, partly accepting that point. "Heinz maintained
that living in liberal democracies, while there was certainly
social pressure to conform, this was not enforceable by law. So,
with energetic application an individual, or small group could,
other than in times of war or national emergency, live a
comfortable, even possibly easy life without playing either the
capitalist or socialist game, provided they could resist what he
called the 'Santa Claus Syndrome'. The way hippie villages are
spreading in Britain, despite establishment resistance, seems to
bear him out. He acknowledged that capitalism creates wealth easily
but that those with the wealth usually try everything conceivable
to prevent having to share it. They cannot however legislate to
stop others acquiring a piece of their cake, for that would also
curtail their freedom to enlarge their own slice. As Heinz
expressed it, 'Capitalism's only virtue is that it cannot refuse
anyone the right to join its greedy feast'.'"

"Sounds like we'd better all go and live in Dan's village."
Molly didn't sound too despondent. Dan grinned across at her, he
had given the invitation.

"Heinz conclusion was that the only true freedom an individual
can arrive at is an interior freedom and therefore necessarily
spiritual."

"What about the freedom of people at the 'top' table," asked
another student.

"Their freedom is illusory. To reach the top table is to
assume responsibilities and obligations that totally imprison one.
Top People may fly by super jet all over the world, holiday in
Earth's few remaining paradises, eat caviar, drink champagne and
own houses with fifty bedrooms in estates as large as small
compounds, but they cannot escape the demands of their life. Heinz
was quite clear that it's an illusion to think that acquiring great
wealth brings freedom, while he acknowledges that the illusion is
almost universally held. The pursuit of wealth being egocentric,
those who have it refuse to acknowledge its drawbacks. To quote
Heinz:

"The larger the possessions, the grosser the body, the greater
fear for its safety." My own conclusion, perhaps aided by Heinz, is
that you're best bet Molly, will be to find something that you love
doing and immerse yourself in it. Chances are someone will pay you
to keep doing it, that must I think be your best hope."

"Before I can do that," said Molly, "I have to find the thing
I love doing, don't I?"

"Become a maggie and make a fortune," this from Peter. "With
your looks you can't fail."

"Not a career that necessarily leads to happiness Peter,"
responded Hodge.

"You're way behind the times, Hodge."

"Perhaps," said Hodge, "but fashions swing like pendulums
Peter and what's happening in India might yet mean a different
future for us all."

"You don't believe in God on Earth do you Hodge?" Peter
protested.

"I am open to that possibility, yes."

 


After his meeting at the Environment Ministry, Lou Fenton flew
to inspect his new office in the Dockland's Tower. While he was
admiring the view of London from his forty-sixth floor West facing
window Basil Heathcote, Prime Minister of England, was having a bit
of a hard time in the House of Commons. The debate concerned the
recent referendum taken in the Channel Islands, to secede from the
English Union.

While England still maintained an army and navy capable of
occupying and holding the islands, most of it being as usual busily
employed around the world keeping the country's seat in the
Security Council warm, the possibility of using force was entirely
ruled out by all MPs with the exception of Winston S. Churchill.
The rest of the House knew that the world was watching. Threats of
eviction had already been mooted by the Commonwealth, should
England do the wrong thing. The country had almost been kicked out
over Wales and was desperately trying to behave like a
democracy.

The islands would be almost the final piece of offshore
Britain to leave the fold, the Isles of Scilly and the Isle of
Wight, being all that now remained. The Isle of Mann had gone
within six months of England leaving the EU. It had not even waited
for a general election, just did a speedy referendum, declared
independence, and did a runner, as the Sun newspaper had chosen to
call it. That happened even before the Labour MPs in the Scottish
Parliament joined with the Nationalists and held their referendum
taking Scotland out of the Union.

Optimism for a new age under Labour in the early twenties had
not been fulfilled. When the economics started to go dreadfully
wrong, nothing could stop the Tories from steaming back to power.
When the Prime Minister refused to honour many of the previous
Labour government's EU commitments the continent showed him the
door. The Scots and the Welsh were furious, but the English loved
it. At the following election, with no Scottish seats for Labour,
the Tories were returned with a landslide.

For a while the little Englanders wallowed in their new found
freedom, wrapped themselves in what was left of the Union Jack and
buried their heads in the not very healthy sands surrounding their
shores. There they stayed throughout the conflict with Wales,
before claiming victory, when a clause in the settlement granted
retention of the title Prince of Wales for the eldest son of the
English monarch; provided he played no active political role in the
future of the Principality.

It wasn't till the flag waving was over, that the English
lifted their heads from the sands and saw that, for the first time
in something like a thousand years, they were all alone. The King
was still head of a Commonwealth that brought no benefits, the
Prince of Wales was still titular head of a country that was tucked
safely within the economic walls of Greater Europe, and the GDP was
fast diminishing as foreign businesses fled to the security of the
continent. Suddenly the English awoke from their Imperial daze and
started to count the odds. Those in power turned to the city. Basil
Heathcote's predecessor, Henry Cecil, Harrow, Oxford and Coutts,
created the tax haven, that somehow managed to keep London
competing with Frankfurt, New York and Tokyo, but did very little
to aid the majority population, who were now left to fend for
themselves, which they proceeded to do.

Back in the Commons, Winston S., rebuffed by the House, but
with plenty of rumblings of approval from back benchers, resigned
the Tory whip and declared himself an Independent! He had been
Independent for three years following the settlement for Wales and
his current performance was quite easily digested by the
government. Heathcote was far more concerned with what had gone on
at the Environment Ministry.

Basil Heathcote had come up the hard way, Eton, Cambridge and
Merchant Banking, before entering the House at the age of
thirty-two. Nurtured on power games he was the obvious choice to
succeed Cecil as leader. A firm believer in free market capitalism,
with the accent on finance, he followed faithfully in the footsteps
of the Great Maggie. He had learned from bitter experience that the
size of England was something he could do little about, so he
concentrated on getting enough money into the treasury to keep
those around him happy. As long as the markets kept moving he
believed his world safe. So, the moment he could escape the chamber
he repaired to his office.

"Well Percy, what did he want?"

"Well, Basil, It's good news and it's bad news. The good news
is he wants a considerable hunk of England for a new ASS Compound
and is prepared to pay a packet for it. The bad news is that it's
not ours to sell."

"What do you mean not ours to sell? Come over to my office in
the House now, I've got half an hour."

Before Upton Harcourt had closed the door the PM was asking.
"What is it then Heritage, National Trust? We can always get that
back. The buggers'll scream blue murder, but we'll find a good
excuse somewhere. We're still two years from an
election."

"It's not Heritage or Trust, its Crown. It's a great hunk of
the Duchy of Cornwall."

"Oh God, no! What do they want to locate there
for?'

"Well, it's to get the Arc into Ireland of course, as we
guessed. They can't locate in the Republic with their non
industrialisation policy, and we're cheaper than going into Europe.
They've found the right place, done their homework. Two deep water
ports on their doorstep, Bristol and Falmouth, and apparently,
something I didn't know, some of the best porcelain clay in the
world in Devon. I tried offering him twice the area in
Staffordshire but he wasn't interested. It's either Exmoor or
Wales. Sorry Basil!"

"Bugger!" exclaimed Basil. "That's all I need!"

"Question is do we approach the Prince on his behalf, because
if we don't he will. He's made that quite clear."

"Of course we're going to approach the Prince. Let it go to
Wales! They've only just beaten us at rugger! Don't let Fenton get
anywhere near the Prince. The exchequer won't stand to make half as
much, can't even do a compulsory purchase. But we're going to have
to screw every pound we can out of it. It's the first large taxable
enterprise to come into this country for five years, God alone
knows when there'll be another. Let Fenton know we're acting
sympathetically on his behalf and that success will be far more
likely if he leaves the Prince to us. Impress that upon him. We'll
get Charlie onto the Prince. They like each other and Charlie can
get blood out of a stone. Yes, that's what we'll do. The Prince
shouldn't be too reluctant, he needs cash as badly as we do. I've
just had the annual GDP figures from Charlie; down three percent on
last year. New estimates from Treasury research found around forty
percent of the country are now living on Lets and cash. Forty-five
percent pay no tax, and twenty-five percent are almost fully
self-sufficient. What are we going to do, we can't put them all in
jail, we daren't even provoke them; they might start voting. The
pound is currently worth ten piastres, just heard it on radio four,
and Winston bloody Churchill is sulking in his tent
again."

"Resigned the whip did he?"

"Of course! Wanted us to send in the military, bloody idiot!
What really worries me Percy is that they're getting away from us,
we're really losing them."

"I know, they're still dropping out in droves, and doing
alright too it seems. From being the workshop of the world we've
become the cradle of holism. We hardly manufacture anything
anymore."

"Well, we've still got our seat on the Security
Council."

"Yes, along with twenty-five others."

They both fell briefly into silence.

"Never say die!" pronounced Basil. "We'll be able to pull
something out of this deal. The Prince owes us for paying for his
wedding. We'll do alright. Maybe you can get Fenton to agree no
evictions; that would make a difference. What's the population
involved?"

"Only something over a thousand, but quite a few
farms."

"Organic, I suppose?"

"Oh yes of course, old Charlie made sure of that when he was
Prince of Wales."

"God, they'll create a stink. You'd better bring Saatchi's in
from the start; we're going to need them. Look on the bright side
Percy, we'll be better off than we are now." Basil rose and Percy,
taking his cue, did likewise. Basil escorted him to the door. "What
are you and the lovely Alice doing for the weekend, anything
interesting?"

"We're over to Cork for the Ball of course. Can't deprive the
lady; regardless of her condition. Don't suppose you're
going?"

"No, no! I pleaded other things. The place will be crawling
with Krauts and Frogs. ICI understand; they know my position. Don't
let that alter your course: Charlie's going I know, he wouldn't
miss a good piss up. Actually, he quite likes Germans."

 


"Emerging from the classroom Molly found Peter, Connie and
Henry waiting in the corridor.

"Coming to the club for a swim Molly, it's too hot for
tennis."

"No thanks, I'm going to Jennie's to buy a new
dress!"

"Can I help you choose," asked Connie.

"Course you can."

The boys went off for a swim and the girls headed for Jennie's
Boutique, one of half a dozen small franchised stores that the
Compound contained in its tiny high street. Deirdre had given Molly
£5,000 to spend as a birthday present, so that she could look her
best for dinner in Dublin. All the shops were well subsidized by
the Company and Molly knew she would have at least twice as much
again to come from her dad. It would be on her card account by the
next morning, so she was well equipped to spend.

She tried on almost everything her size in the shop. She was
after something sophisticated like a trouser suit, but Connie and
the sales girl finally talked her into a simple silk jersey dress.
It showed off her figure to perfection and along with new high
heeled shoes, matching evening purse and a small stole against the
evening chill, cost nearly all the birthday cash she was likely to
get, including most of Jo's hoped for two grand.

"You'll mesmerize him Molly. He'll drool at the mouth and drop
at your feet." Connie was enjoying herself. Looking forward to the
simple austerity of a nun's habit, she projected her carnal
ambitions onto her friend. She even insisted Molly come to her
house before meeting Fenton, so that she could arrange her hair to
best set off her neck and shoulders.

They parted outside Jennie's, Connie to head for the club to
join Peter and Henry, Molly to carry her goodies home to show
Deirdre and Jo. Instead of Fence road Molly went by the park. She
wondered if Dan would be on the same bench.

He was, wondering if Molly would pass his way. He had the same
chemistry disc and kept his eyes down until she drew near, when he
looked up and smiled.

"Been shopping Molly?"

"Got a new dress! Going to dinner in Dublin tomorrow night,
for my birthday."

"Your birthday!"

"Tomorrow! Being taken by Mr Fenton."

"Lou Fenton, head of R and D?"

"I don't know what he does. He's a friend of my
dad's."

"He worked with my father on the Arc, when we were in the
States. What's he doing over here?"

"Something to do with Ireland. Still reading the same
disc?"

"Yes. Is Fenton sponsoring you?" Dan tried to hide his
disapproval. Molly sat down beside him on the bench.

"I'm not sure yet; only met him yesterday. Don't know if I
want a sponsor. He says he might be able to get me into Trinity.
Don't you think that you'd be better going on to university through
the Company?"

"I don't need it. There's nothing I can't learn through the
Internet. A degree means nothing and I don't want to be tied to ASS
for years working it off."

"You are confident of your future aren't you? Wish I was."
Molly sounded envious.

"Village life's different Molly. If you've got skills or
talents you can use them. There's something for everyone to do.
Even the village idiot can earn his daily bread and a warm place to
lay his head."

"You're a bit of a poet Dan Harper!"

"If I am you're the first one to notice." They grinned at each
other. "No, I just like village life. Don't know if it would be
glamorous enough for you."

"What makes you think I want a glamorous life, because I'm
excited about Dublin?"

"That and your looks. If you can have the world at your feet
why shouldn't you?"

"The world at my feet, I should be so lucky!"

"Looks are everything Molly. It may be a sad fact, as my mum
says, but it's true. You're bright as well so nothing need stop
you. I've watched you in class, even old Hodge can't resist you and
he doesn't even fancy girls."

"I love Hodge," said Molly, "he's a 'gem of rare price'." She
gave an exaggerated grin; then changed to a tragic mask. "My dad
said that. He once called my mum it, when I was a little girl. I've
been repeating it in my head ever since, not wanting to forget it.
Now he's fucking a bimbo in Australia and only keeping in touch
with her because of me. Did your parents divorce?"

"No, they sometimes gave each other a hard time, but they were
always too busy to look for anyone else. They had admirers, lots of
hangers on. I think people envied them because they were always
doing something. Mum's an original Aquarian freak. She was at the
first Stonehenge Pilgrimage, she was part of the hippy lobby that
got the law changed. She was on the telly with old Henry Cecil.
Wiltshire farmers were going broke because they couldn't make
enough from farming. They'd lost the EU subsidy, people had been
scared off meat and started buying organic or raising their own.
The Stonehenge Pilgrimage was the obvious answer. My mum was part
of the lobby. She was always on the box. She isn't a Druid. She's a
disciple of Sai Baba. Dad couldn't quite go with her on that. He
was mad about this world, the future. We've got a bookcase full of
old science fiction books. He was a natural inventor, just couldn't
stop making things. I've got his facility with my hands," he
dropped the book onto his knees and wiggled his hands in the air,
"but not his flair. I could never have invented the conversion unit
or the Arc."

"What's a conversion unit?"

"Oh! Well now I've told you, never mind. I trust you Molly.
Lots of people in the village know anyway."

"'Conversion unit' doesn't mean anything to me."

"It's an SS unit built into a domestic dwelling. Working
properly it'll give full self-sufficiency. Dad developed it over
fifteen years, plumbing it bit by bit into the house. He hadn't
quite finished when he invented the Arc."

"That's what you're going to do is it, finish it?"

"Yes. Dad was a great engineer, but he wasn't much of a
chemist. I'm going to enrich the mix, extract more methane. I'll
make a much richer compost too."

"Sounds exciting!" Molly was lost, but trying to show
enthusiasm.

"Anyway, that's what I'm going to be doing starting next week.
How about you?"

"You're going to Birmingham this weekend?"

"Yes, we're all completely packed up. Are you off
somewhere?"

"No! I could go with Connie to Ireland, but if I'm going to
Australia for Christmas I'll probably stick around here. I'm
thinking of going on mission to London for a year, get a taste of
the outside while I'm working out what I want to do."

"That's a good idea. If you fancy Birmingham, there's an ASS
showroom, with a small hostel not two miles from where I live, down
Broad Street, just past Five Ways. You could come and visit me,
taste village life."

"I will come and visit. I decided that in class this
afternoon. Will your mum mind?"

"She won't be there, not that she would mind. We've got this
ASS villa in Cornwall, part of dad's deal. It's full of her
friends, more Aquarian freaks, all growing their own and living the
good life. I'm going to put an SS unit in there next. She doesn't
like going home now dad isn't there. So, I've got an empty house. I
don't suppose you can cook?"

"Charming!" Molly sat up straight, feigning outrage. "You just
want me there to work."

"Only if you stay for a bit; wouldn't be worth teaching you
otherwise."

"You teach me!? My mum let me tell you has taken great pains
to teach me all about palate. I often invent meals for us,
including for Josephine, and she's got a really complex allergy
formula." Molly started to laugh. "I once left the bitumen in her
eggs and she came out in a rash." She shrugged. "It only lasted a
few hours."

"I don't have an allergy card Molly. Our house doesn't have a
caterer. Hardly any of the houses in the village have, nor do the
bistros. We just cook food, real food, from our gardens and
greenhouses."

"Oh!" Molly took some few seconds to absorb this. "Don't you
have any allergies?"

"I'm sure if I went to an allergy specialist, he'd find some,"
Dan was grinning now, "but I'm not going to give him the
chance."

"What happens if I come for a visit then?"

"Are you strongly allergic?" He seemed genuinely
concerned.

"No, I've just got a slight AK imbalance, nothing
much."

"Then you'll adjust, because all the food you'll eat will be
organically pure. Your AK imbalance, what ever that is, will
disappear."

"Are you sure?"

"I've known it happen, time and again. Business people join
the village. Their homes have all got caterers. After a few months
they stop using them. There are exceptions. Nuts can sometimes be a
problem, but severe allergies are rare."

"Hmm! I still don't see why I should learn to
cook."

"You don't have to. You can lift the vegetables and clean
them, feed the composter, seed the hydro tanks. There's a hundred
other jobs you can do. I'll do the cooking."

Molly was looking at him with a somewhat exaggerated frown on
her face. He thought she looked very beautiful, especially the pout
of her lovely mouth.

"On the other hand, if you'd rather work in some more
glamorous way you can. Villagers aren't broke."

"You mean become a mag?"

Dan blushed. "No, I didn't mean that. That never entered my
head. You could design and make clothes. You could decorate, do a
hundred different things. You could become a mag I suppose but it
would be a bit unusual."

"What do villagers do for a bit on the side then?"

"I don't know, never thought about it. Probably spouse
swap."

Molly was sitting up straight, her shopping on her lap. The
frown still on her face as she stared ahead, watching a red setter
dog trying to carry a long stick through shrubs. In the distance a
female voice was calling "Red, Red!" It was trying to respond
without discarding the stick.

"Don't worry Molly, you can come as my guest. You won't have
to do a thing. If you're working at the mission you wouldn't be
expected to."

"In that case I'll need your address and phone number. Are you
at school tomorrow?"

"I am." Dan was smiling happily.

Molly rose, clutching her shopping bag across her body. "You
can give it to me then. Bye!"

"Bye Molly!"

She set out along the path without a look back. She wasn't
going to let him leave first again.

 


Hodge was alone in the common room tidying his desk when his
phone rang. It was Francis the head teacher asking him to drop into
his office before leaving. He said he would be there within five
minutes and returned to clearing the desk. He was puzzled as to why
the head wanted to see him before the full staff meeting scheduled
for the following afternoon, when the past year would be
reviewed.

The pupils had all left and Hodge's mind was playing out
fantasies of their possible futures. That he always grew too
attached to them he realised, but he could not help it.

He knew he would be less of a teacher if it was otherwise.
With only one year to go before retirement he was also considering
how much sadness the next year's end might bring.

All done, he placed his briefcase on his chair, and the
plastic bag containing his gift from the pupils, an antique cut
glass decanter, gently in the centre of the desk and left the
room.

"What is it Francis?" he asked as he closed the head's study
door behind him.

The head got up from his desk without replying, crossed to the
cupboard where he kept his stock of booze and proceeded to pour two
Scotch whiskeys. Extracting ice from the small ice dispenser he
tapped it into his hand and dropped it into one of the glasses,
then turned to offer the neat one to Hodge.

"Ah, cheers!" uttered Hodge, with appreciative enthusiasm,
"can't think of a better reason to visit." He took a sip from his
glass, while Francis was still swirling his ice around.

"Is this the start of a party Francis or is there some other
purpose?"

"Hodge!" said the head, giving weighty stress to the name,
telling the hearer there was indeed some other purpose. He took his
first swig, collected a small ice cube in his mouth and eased it
back into the glass with his tongue. "What am I going to do about
the last two days tapes?"

"What's wrong with them?"

"If you don't know what hope is there?"

"What hope for whom, me?"

"Hobbs and Ludvig Heinz, Hodge!"

"Oh, yes, Hobbs, but Heinz, is he going to offend the powers
that be?"

"There's every likelihood the tapes of the last few days of
the sixth will be the very ones the governors will review. What am
I supposed to say when they ask why I have a subversive in charge
of the sixth?"

"Am I a subversive. I didn't think I went that far. I was
merely speaking for Heinz. The man has a legitimate historical role
as a radical philosopher. I've explained Marx in far greater detail
when lessons demanded it."

"Had you simply explained his views we wouldn't need to have
this talk. Your enthusiasm for him was obvious, as was your
enthusiasm for Daniel Harper turning down his option. Your remarks
the day before about Hobbs' death, seemed deliberately intended to
undermine the pupils confidence in the Company careers
system."

Hodge said nothing, just took another sip from his glass, his
mind running back over the last two days with the class.

"All of us question certain aspects of Company life Hodge,
there isn't any way of life that can't be called into question. You
and I know each other's views. I know you're not a red, anymore
than I'm an enthusiast for big business. No teachers in a school
should have to censor their opinions; on the other hand they can't
be allowed to subvert the system that delivers their daily bread.
Particularly not when pupils are just about to make career
decisions that could influence their entire lives."

Francis took another swig, this time crunching the ice as he
strolled back behind his desk.

"I didn't know I was being subversive Francis. It certainly
wasn't intentional. You're right, decisions are about to be taken
by those kids that will influence their entire lives, and I feel
very concerned about it. What you're telling me is that my lack of
confidence in Company life is far greater than I've acknowledged.
Every year when I see them setting out on their great adventure I
feel less and less confident that anything great or adventuresome
will ever come their way. I don't think Hobbs being picked off by a
sniper less than a mile from where he was born is any kind of
adventure at all. I think it's a shabby shame."

"Qiada shot him Hodge, not the Company. You seem to be blaming
the Company."

"I suppose I am, because Companies create the climate for
Qiada to manifest in. Look Francis, history! In the last century
man lost faith in God. Governments tried to replace him by creating
social security systems. They arrogantly aspired to create heaven
on earth and failed monumentally. What they did manage was to
create an illusory heaven for the few, whilst hellishly using and
abusing the many. When the many got upset and turned their backs on
God and broke God's laws, instead of admitting abject failure, the
few, from the security of their rich heaven, screamed 'law and
order' and increased the police force. Only demonstrating further
their total inability to play God. Heinz is right, socialism is
envy and capitalism is greed and they continue to live together in
a hell bent marriage, where capitalism alone has God's approval.
Where usury, exploitation and even espionage are all approved
subjects for higher education at universities where once monks
studied in austerity and wrote commentaries on the word of
God.

Now the Companies playing God don't even pretend to offer
heaven to the many, save in their commercials. They openly profess
their concern for the few, while at the same time expecting the
many to participate in advantaging that few. Not to do so is to be
labelled red. Not to accept God's precepts is heresy, and more have
died in the war between capitalism and socialism than ever died on
a Christian or Muslim sword.

What we're offered Francis is a boring, fearful heaven for the
few and an angry deprived hell for the many."

The head teacher was about to reply, but Hodge raised his hand
to cut him off, so he swallowed more scotch and crunched more
ice.

"Yes, I blame the Company for Hobbs' death. Twenty years ago I
would have blamed the government, but the government that sits in
Westminster is a government in name only, as the king is king in
name only. Power has passed to the Companies and I'm simply
demonstrating my stupidity in reviling this Company God, when I no
longer believe he resides at the CBI or on Wall Street. I should,
like Ludvig Heinz, be out there searching for him. What are you
going to do with me Francis? I'm coming over all queer in my old
age."

Francis finished his Scotch, while Hodge took yet another sip
of his.

"Hodge, you're a splendid teacher, one of the few. You combine
a sympathetic, cordial relationship with your pupils with an
ability to communicate large quantities of learning. We've gone
over this before and you've always managed to suppress your
emerging radicalism, but I have to react to those tapes and to what
you're saying now before the governors descend. I want you to take
the fourth next year and I'll give Hendricks the sixth, he's in
line for it. Anything you say to the fourth will go over their
heads and no one will care. Meanwhile you'll still be teaching
history."

Hodge felt stunned. He hadn't realised it would come to this
and yet it made absolute sense in the emerging view he was
acquiring of his future. Why hadn't it happened to him thirty years
before, when rebellion should have been second nature? Why now, at
fifty-four, was he choosing to strike his own course? Hadn't he
left it too late? What had he meant when he told Francis he should
be seeking God elsewhere? Was he seeking God at all?

"Look Francis," he swallowed the last of his Scotch and placed
his glass on the head teacher's desk. "I appreciate your valuing my
services and I like your Scotch, but I can't go along with you.
It's not going back to the fourth. All the staff would know why and
I'm happy for Hendy to have the sixth, but I think it's time for me
to be on my way. A lot of what I said yesterday was in the shadow
of young Hobbs' death. I sometimes sit and watch them going down
like ninepins on the telly and it means nothing and it should. I'm
going to resign. I do resign. I'll give it you on paper tomorrow.
Sorry about the history."

"I don't want to lose you Hodge. I'd hoped you would take the
fourth, but I can't really blame you. We've both done our stint.
What'll you do? When my time comes I'm heading for sea and more
sun, I'm too old to worry about cancer."

"Well Francis, I wasn't fully aware of it until now, but I
think I may be off in search of the Grail."

 


Molly was feeling wonderful. A Bondi cocktail before her meal.
Two glasses of the best Shiraz Cabernet Sauvignon with the foie
gras and her burger supreme and several glasses of Oz sparkling
with and after her crepes was making her skip every few steps as
she hung onto Lou's arm and they strolled the Liffy
promenade.

Fenton had been for returning directly to the copter pad after
their meal, but Molly wasn't going to leave Dublin without at least
a sight of the famous O'Connel Street. They were not alone, for the
warm dry evening had brought many people out to enjoy the
peacefully noisy pleasure of a prosperous city at one with itself.
The neon and laser lights were already playing, flashing their
messages across the beautifully restored Georgian buildings and
into a darkening sky, still glowing red in the west from the last
rays of the sinking sun. Many shops were still open. Well-dressed
customers, laden with purchases, passing in and out through the
electronic security doors. The uniformed City Watch perched
relaxedly on their lamppost seats, their 'arms' slung nonchalantly
over their shoulders, chatted with passersby and swigged from cans
of non alcoholic Guinness.

"Imagine! Wait till I tell Connie I saw Arnie Spenglar, and he
smiled at me. Arnie Spenglar smiled at me; and Clarissa Prentice
with Archie Buckmaster, just two tables away! Wow!"

She skipped some more, forcing Lou into a rather undignified
trot beside her.

Fenton was pleased with the evening, so far! Molly, wide eyed
with naive wonder in Murphy's, her dress draping her gorgeous
figure, had drawn many admiring male glances and equally envious
female ones. She had controlled her desire to stare and call
greetings to those of the famous she had recognised, reeling off
their names and voicing her pleasure conspiratorially across the
table. She had chosen each course without consultation or apparent
reference to price, had sipped her wine almost abstemiously, only
speeding up a little on the bubbles towards the end. If she had
been made happy at Arnie Spenglar's smile, Lou had been made
equally happy by the blatant envy he had received. Molly was
turning out to be all and more than he could have hoped for, and
the night was not yet over.

In the copter on the flight back across the Irish sea in the
double seat behind the pilot he placed his arm casually behind her
and she ended up leaning against him with it wrapped around her
shoulders.

Back in the penthouse he offered her a final glass of
champagne and she more than happily accepted. This time it was
French, and vintage, but she drank it without awareness of its
quality and carried on chattering about the thrilling time she'd
had until he steered the conversation round to more intimate
matters.

'Yes', Molly was aware of the usual arrangements associated
with company sponsorship. 'No', she didn't object to them, but she
had resolved not to participate in casual sex before she knew
someone quite well.

Lou did not quite manage to hide his disappointment, he was
not used to rejection, but Molly being part of his grand illusion,
just a tiny part of him was glad to be turned down for the reason
stated. It meant Molly was not anybody's. He had been telling
himself not to jump the gun. He should have been patient and bided
his time.

Sponsorship of young, desirable talent had been growing
throughout companies for some years. The same market attitude that
licensed prostitution, fully endorsed all advantageous use of power
in the pursuit of pleasure. The development of a safe Aids vaccine
early in the century had ushered in a period of sexual license
unmatched by anything the female pill had initiated in the
legendary sixties. While fundamentalists of all religions protested
vociferously, and some, like Qiada even took violent action, the
agnostic world majority went on a sexual binge. With guaranteed
contraception and abortion; nothing but the great nineties bogey,
'sexual abuse', was left to restrain society. Permission therefore
became everything, and preferably written permission. Old-
fashioned seduction could land male or female in court, and
sometimes in jail. Equality of the sexes was paramount. You had to
lay your cards on the table and accept the yes or no that came
back.

By the end of the second decade of the century, ninety percent
of the developed world were in hot pursuit of the perfect orgasm,
but still terrified of the consequences. For the first time in
history men and women found themselves able to fuck freely without
fear of public condemnation; even on television for money and fame
if they wanted and they stupidly chose this moment to cry rape!
Even as the laws governing sexual morality lost their power to
punish, so the laws relating to assault and abuse increased,
inhibiting fulfilment of that long sought for dream of human kind,
free love! It remained steadfastly in the future.

Only the security Lou Fenton felt at having Ted's blessing on
any act he might perform with Molly might have prevented him having
them both sign consent forms.

For her part Molly had never yet carried a consent form, but
Jo had been openly saying it was about time she did. The sexual
games she played with school chums like Connie or Peter would very
soon be replaced by the pressures and demands of the
workplace.

To complicate sexual behaviour even further, in 2018 a certain
Professor Frederick Lemon of UCLA published a research paper on his
teams Para psychological investigations of male semen. The essence
of this research being that said semen possessed near magical
curative powers, for those willing to injest it. That, along with
its already well-documented vitamin properties, made it an elixir
for health.

Those old enough to remember the eighties fad for royal jelly,
gave Professor Lemon nine out of ten for trying and laughed the
whole thing off. Feminists raved and threatened blue murder, which
one of them finally achieved five years later when poor Lemon,
lecturing before a student audience at Yale, took a drink to
relieve his thirst and curled over backwards with cyanide
poisoning. The culprit apprehended, she was arraigned before a
female judge, escaped the death penalty and was imprisoned in an
exclusive private jail, from where she hosted a feminist TV
programme that eventually sold world wide on satellite, earning a
fortune for the prison company.

They were sorry to lose her when she was released early for
good behaviour. She went on to stand successfully for Congress,
where she remains, a respected aging Representative to this
day.

It was the martyred Professor Lemon however who had the last
laugh, for his researches being in the realm of the para
psychological were irrefutable. You could not actually prove them
wrong, and Aids apart, the robust health and longevity of many
famous gay men seemed to bare him out, quite apart from any claims
for the legendary Melba's vocal chords. All one could do was arrive
at an opinion and take up a position. You either believed Lemon's
theories, or not. If you did, then, as with astrology, chances were
they would work for you, and around fifty percent of people, the
males of the world, decided to believe Lemon. It was some time
later that Company boards deciding his theories posed no economic
threat, gave their blessing to sponsorship.

It was about that time the New Catholics, a Dutch breakaway
sect of the Roman church to which Connie's parents belonged,
created a new order of nuns, the Order of St Mary Magdalena. These
'virgin' ladies, to find employment in serving the priesthood in a
purely oral fashion. They went on to form the finest all female
choir in the world. It was said that only a very bitter Pope had
never heard them sing.

It wasn't long before 'Lemon' became very big business, as the
pharmaceutical companies got in on the act, reducing to capsule
form and producing for sale the diluted sperm of great and famous
men. But it was when Boots, the international pharmaceutical chain,
responding to the needs of the less wealthy and those deprived of
personal opportunity, produced its standard sperm pill, one to be
taken daily, that Lemon's claims became an accepted, if still
somewhat controversial part of capitalist culture.

It was a happy, rather drunken Molly who lay in bed that
night, listening to Arnie Spenglar through her phones, and playing
back in her mind the events of the evening. It had all been great
fun and very special and she could not wait to tell Connie about
it. Maybe Lou could get her into Trinity. Maybe a career in the
Company would not be so boring as she had previously thought. A
year outside, working in Company missions, starting in Birmingham,
so that she could visit Dan. She would like to spend time in his
village, or was it that she would like to spend time with him? Did
she fancy him? He did not seem to fancy her. If Lou had been Dan at
the end of the evening she might well have taken her medicine. As
it was she had kept just enough cash back from her birthday money
to buy those Arnie Spenglar's.

 


***

 



Chapter Four

 


 


Ian watched the spider ascending the canvas. It was a small
spider, but its body was plump and its legs short and thick. He
reckoned its chances of retaining its hold on the underside of the
tent roof as doubtful. As if to endorse his view it briefly lost
its hold and hung stationary by three legs for several seconds
before resuming its climb.

Ian had watched it since the start of its ascent up the side
of the tent. He had opened his eyes to the morning light to find it
moving across his vision. First his eyes then his head, then his
body had followed its progress, from the side of the tent onto the
roof, until he now lay flat on his back looking up at it poised
directly above his eye, or his mouth, or maybe his nose. If it lost
its hold it would certainly drop on him, or perhaps descend slowly,
floating down on its web, its legs treading air like a high wire
artist descending to earth after some triumphal
performance.

If it descended slowly he would have time to move his head out
of the way. What was it about spiders that made most human beings,
for Ian rejected the thought that he was in a minority, not want
physical contact with them, however tiny? It regained its hold and
once more ascended the roof.

Ian's anxiety concerning the spider was somewhat greater than
the practicality of avoiding contact with it, for it posed the
current dilemma of his life, how to go with the stream and perform
only those actions dutifully required of him. If the Zen books were
right, he shouldn't sweep the spider away before it dropped on him.
But how could he go with the stream, lie there and wait for it to
fall, when every pore in is body was telling him to sweep it away.
A memory from babyhood of swallowing a fly and the performance his
frantic mother had performed trying to get him to regurgitate it
flashed through his mind as the spider slipped its hold yet again
and his head moved swiftly sideways.

At that moment Midge's hand appeared from the other side of
the tiny tent reaching up to the spider. His index finger touched
it. Paralysis gripped Ian as he saw the spider drop in a ball onto
Midge's finger, roll down onto his hand, where it reanimated, to
run swiftly down his bare arm into his sleeping bag.

The spider gone, Ian's gaze was now on the grinning face of
Midge. A sinister grin, of ridicule and triumph, the spider
obviously held no fears for him.

"Pinch your breakfast, did I?"

Two days growth of dark hair on Midge's sallow features gave
him that sinister appearance. A moment's threat reached Ian, before
the smile lost its critical aspect and resumed its more normal
expression of respectful intimacy; for Ian was two years older than
Midge, son of a Company chaplain and an heroic seeker after truth,
whilst Midge was a dropout from ASS, a simple sensation seeker,
looking to gain a bit of spiritual authority to spice up his
pleasure seeking.

The reason they were in a small tent together was because
Midge had inveigled Ian into accompanying him as pillion passenger
on Midge's motorbike, to join with about half a million other
seekers after truth on the Stonehenge Pilgrimage. Ian to provide
most of the cash and the insightful comments; Midge to provide
thrills on his bike and some demanding social situations off
it.

Ian had been trying hard to go with the stream in accepting
Midge's offer. He had never considered the Pilgrimage as likely to
enhance his spiritual growth, but he liked the idea of going once
and as a regular contributor to Positive News was hoping for a
story. So far he was enjoying himself. The small spider had caused
him more problems than Midge's bike rides, which said quite a lot
for his sense of security.

"What are those voices?" Midge asked.

Clearing away concern for the spider's fate inside Midge's
sleeping bag, Ian gave his attention to the sounds outside the
tent. They could hear a number of voices speaking in
unison.

"Sounds like chanting or praying aloud," he offered, "perhaps
it's some Druids doing their morning obeisance."

"Let's have a look," said Midge. Unzipping his sleeping bag he
crawled naked out of the tent.

Ian reached down for the pile of clothes stacked neatly at the
foot of his sleeping bag. He emerged from the tent three minutes
later in shoes, socks, jeans and shirt. Midge was standing a couple
of metres away, his naked body shivering slightly in the cool
morning air, both hands clasped, one atop the other over his
genitals. He was staring at a group of about a dozen people some
thirty metres away. They were all kneeling on the ground, their
bodies straight, their hands together, fingers up, eyes closed
praying aloud. Before them was a tiny, obviously portable altar,
draped with a black cloth, with a gold design in imitation of
flames on it. On the altar was a gold or highly polished brass
cross. Before the altar was a priest dressed in a black and gold
fire designed surplus. He was in the process of conducting a mass,
or holy communion, for he raised a cup, intoned a few words, then
turned to the now silent congregation and started to wander among
them, offering each a sip from the cup.

"Christians!?" Ian spoke quietly, but his inflection expressed
surprise, for these were the most unlikely looking Christians one
could imagine. They were all dressed in variations of black leather
motor cycle gear. He moved nearer to Midge.

"They're Christians, must be, but why all the black and
gold?"

"Look more like hell's angels," responded Midge.

"They weren't praying in English," said Ian.

The priest's appearance was also unusual. A bald, most likely
shaven, head with a precisely trimmed black moustache and beard. In
his black surplus, with its flame design he looked more satanic
than holy. The offering of the cup completed, he returned to the
altar, where he swallowed what was left. He began to pray once more
and the others all joined in. The words could be clearly heard and
they certainly weren't English.

"I think that's Latin," whispered Ian. "They're praying in
Latin, no one does that anymore, except perhaps the Pope; must be
some obscure Christian sect. What are they doing at a pagan
festival?"

"Its great gear isn't it, like a uniform. Look at those bikes,
all that rustless steel, must have cost a bomb. They aren't poor,
whoever they are." Midge was obviously enraptured by them. "Think
they could be Mansies?"

"Mansies!" Ian's repetition of the name was enough to convey
his disgust at the thought.

"I must get something on." Midge bolted into the tent. Ian
continued to watch. There were others watching too, for quite a lot
of the field had been let for the night. Many were quite
unconcerned about the strange religious service, as they packed
their gear and prepared to move on. They were still over ten miles
from the Stones and not that many of the larger motor vehicles
would be likely to get much nearer.

Ever since the Pilgrimage had started to draw vast crowds,
Wiltshire Council had insisted that all Pilgrimage traffic be
diverted off main roads for a ten mile radius of Stonehenge. Access
roads throughout the surrounding countryside had then been created
to move vehicles efficiently in and out of the surrounding fields,
while traffic heading further west was prevented from stopping or
diverting throughout the prohibited area. Footbridges, called
rainbows, because of their shape and decoration had been built over
the roads, so that no one wanting to reach the Stones was
prevented. The whole complex jigsaw was monitored by computer and
controlled on the ground by the Landowner's Cooperative. Few local
people any longer objected, for the Pilgrimage, along with the
winter solstice celebrations, had become the principle source of
income for the year.

The service was over and the altar, a structure of folding
metal bars, was packed away in one of the bike's side bags, as was
the priest's surplus, before Midge reappeared.

The strange congregation were preparing to move on. Some
already sat astride their bikes waited patiently for their equally
leather clad priest to lead them out of the field.

"I'm going to try and find out," said Midge.

"What, if they're Mansies, you're not going to ask
them?"

"Why not? They can't kill me, not here. Anyway, they have to
go through a special purification ritual. I read all about it in
Time magazine. Will you pack up the tent?"

Without waiting for a reply Midge started towards the bikers,
one or two of whom were now revving their engines. Ian watched him
approach the priest who was finally mounting his bike. He couldn't
hear what Midge said, but the man seemed to listen attentively. Ian
could make out a smile appearing on his face, before he turned away
to start pulling the tent pegs out of the earth.

 


They managed to get about two miles from the Stones before
they were flagged down by a steward. He told them they would have
to park in the next field on their right, as all the fields up
ahead were full. Midge asked if he'd seen a group of leather clad
bikers, but the steward couldn't recall them. He turned his bike
into the field, but not before Ian had paid a £125 toll at the five
bar gate to an attendant in return for a numbered
ticket.

They parked among hundreds of other bikes in their designated
row. Midge all the while looking around for any sign of the black
clad Christians.

"You don't still think they were Mansies?" Ian was annoyed
with Midge's morbid preoccupation.

"Just because he wouldn't admit it, doesn't mean they weren't.
He was amused by my asking. He should have been
offended."

"Maybe he's a good Christian, doesn't easily take
offence."

"Maybe, I dunno. The look he gave me. It was funny, like he
was sizing me up."

"Maybe he thought you might make a good torturer."

Midge laughed. "He had an American accent, he wasn't
English."

"Well, that as good as confirms it then, doesn't
it?"

Midge didn't seem to notice Ian's facetious tone, and he
added. "Let's leave all the gear with the bike and stroll up to the
Stones, shall we?"

"Yes, alright." Midge agreed and they set off in the general
direction with him still casting his eyes around.

They had been wise to follow the steward's instructions. All
the fields up ahead were full, either with parked vehicles,
traveller's wagons, campers, tent villages, or catering and sales
stalls.

Music bombarded them from all directions, hump rock, pop and
tinny old-fashioned fairground sounds, for many small and large
travelling fairs gathered here, some arriving as early as May, when
the first 'pilgrims' started to arrive.

The first Pop concert, usually a star-studded event, took
place in the Bowl, an amphitheatre shaped field a mile from the
Stones on the spring bank holiday weekend, for by then, thanks to
global warming, the weather was usually good enough for outdoor
living. From then on until the August storms arrived there was a
concert every weekend, and other less prestigious music and theatre
events during weekdays.

Having decided to sacrifice their fields to the Pilgrimage,
the farmers of Salisbury plain were out to milk every penny they
could from what had become the world's largest open air
jamboree.

Even so, it had taken a great deal of media lobbying on behalf
of the rapidly expanding pagan religionists, before the case for
visitors to gather in large numbers for the solstice celebrations
was finally conceded and the law banning such gatherings was
reversed by premier Henry Cecil.

Then, with the cooperation of English Heritage, protection for
the actual Stones was ensured by retaining the security fence
surrounding them while allowing access to all who wished to walk
among them. A pathway of secure foundation was laid and pagan
worshippers along with the many merely curious stood for hours in
line to file through the earliest known religious temple in the
Northern hemisphere.

The term Pilgrimage soon came into use, as the world poured in
and the surrounding farms, realising the economic benefits,
accommodated and catered for the arriving hordes. From the original
brief week of religious ritual leading to the actual solstice
celebrations, the festival had grown until it was almost three
months long and estimated to bring more foreign currency into
England than any other tourist attraction. The fact that the
Chancellor of the Exchequer failed to get his hands on very much of
it only added to the general air of celebration.

Some visitors, in particular the travelling community, settled
in for the whole three months, indeed their livelihoods were
dependent upon it. Others came for brief camping holidays, or
particular pop concerts, while yet others spent perhaps a day or
only a few hours there.

Naturally enough the time of the solstice saw the largest
crowds and the actual event, transmitted live on television
world-wide, was a night of laser lighted ritual, a ceremony of
great reverence and solemnity, conducted by Druid priests,
culminating in the silent awesome dawning of the sun.

It was still two days until that event and Ian and Midge were
intending to be there then, as were most of those already
encamped.

They wandered slowly across the fields gazing around at the
crowds. The heat of the day was increasing as noon approached and
large sunshades in bright colours were opening up all across the
fields. The parasol had made a necessary reappearance and was being
used by many walkers, while some of the braver young still stripped
to the waist and dared the sun to do its worst.

There were almost as many children present as adults, their
laughter and games lifting everyone. The atmosphere among the crowd
was happy and peaceful, with lots of marijuana being consumed, for
the Pilgrimage was no go for the police. Having agreed to allow it
the government and Wiltshire constabulary had refused to police it
without vast payment, and as the landowners cooperative, whose
stewards were left with the task soon discovered, though refused to
admit publicly, turning a blind eye to cannabis helped create a
very peaceful event.

While Midge smoked a reefer, Ian nibbled at a bag of brownies
bought from a stall. The crowds got denser as they came within
sight of the Stones.

Ian was aware that Midge was still preoccupied with trying to
find his Mansies, for despite lack of encouragement he persisted in
detailing their origins and activities.

"They're the followers of Charles Manson. He died in prison in
California. He and his cult did terrible murders. The present cult
claimed to follow his teachings, though Time said Manson never had
any real religious basis for what he did and a disciple of Manson's
invented it all. Anyway, they claimed that, like the devil in the
book of Job and the torturers of the Spanish Inquisition, they are
God's scourge on the ungodly. Their job to purify their victims'
souls and send them to heaven, just like when they used to burn
witches."

Ian had heard it all before, because Mansies always hit the
headlines whenever they claimed a victim, but as he was getting
gently stoned on brownies he half closed his ears to Midge's
babbling and watched the passing show.

"It was all written up in Time after they murdered that mag
Caron Carson," continued Midge. "Things they did to her! Wonder if
she got to heaven? Fantastic looking mag. Used to fuck volunteers
from the audience on channel twenty-five. She'd go through ten in
an hour."

"Look Midge, I think I'm going to queue up to go round the
Stones. I've never seen them up close and I'm not likely to get
here again. Want to come?" He hopefully anticipated Midge's
answer.

"Not really. I'd rather go over and see if anything's
happening in the Bowl. Why don't we both go, could be some good
music?"

"Tell you what," replied Ian, "you go to the Bowl and I'll
have a look at the Stones and we'll meet back at the bike around
six. There was a refreshment tent on the other side of the road,
opposite the gate, we can meet in there."

Midge was not happy to be alone, but the queue for the Stones
went on for ever, he knew he would never endure it.

"Alright! I'll see you either in the refreshment tent or at
the bike. I'll see you then."

He backed away reluctantly for a few steps, bumping into two
people before turning and heading off across the field. Ian watched
him go with relief.

It was all of three hours before Ian was back in the field
where he had left Midge. He had dawdled amongst the Stones, trying
to gather some subtle insight into their original significance. Had
they really been dragged on rollers many miles across Britain by
bands of sweating sun worshippers, or had they, as some believed,
been levitated into place by the power of great spiritual minds. He
would very much like to believe the latter. How to acquire such a
mind was his major preoccupation. His Methodist upbringing had
posed all the questions, but provided few answers. Zen seemed to
promise more, but was a hard discipline to follow with marijuana
and the occasional LSD trip to help sap his resolve.

There were a couple of hours before he was due to meet Midge.
He could go and have a look at the Bowl, see if anything was
happening, but there was enough happening all around and being
still high from the brownies he much preferred to wander very
slowly back towards the bike bestowing a seraphic smile on anyone
who happened to catch his eye.

When he got there, there was no bike. All he found was a heap
of his things including the tent and a brief scrawled note from
Midge apologising for his hasty exit, offering no explanation, and
wishing him well.

Ian should have been annoyed, but he was in fact much
relieved. He had found Midge rather heavy going and being alone was
always a pleasure. He did wonder if Midge had stumbled upon his
Mansies and hoped for his sake that something more wholesome had
claimed his interest.

 


***

 



Chapter Five

 


 


Dan sat hunched on a bench, beside him a middle-aged lady
clutched her handbag tightly to her chest and gripped a battered
suitcase between her calves, her eyes darting fearfully around,
perhaps to spot the arrival of her bus, perhaps to spy an imagined
mugger, out to steal her precious possessions. The large clock
above the ticket office said ten to three; Molly's coach was
already five minutes late. The high glass roof of the bus station
was letting in water from various broken panes and passengers
dismounting and boarding were dodging the jets that fell like open
taps. The dry July had given way to a monsoon like August with
humid sun drenched mornings followed by grey afternoon downpours.
Dan was glad he had worn a waterproof over his T-shirt.

One bus was loading for London and another disgorging
passengers from Edinburgh. Along with the logo of the Scottish
National Coach Company, its side displayed an advertisement for the
current Edinburgh Festival, along with the caption 'Britain's
safest city'. Dan was surprised to realize that the Scots still
called the island Britain, they certainly disliked being called
British. He accepted the truth of the caption. Since independence
liberalization of Scottish law, particularly concerning drugs, had
transformed that country's crime scene, and the rise in employment
with the policy of redeveloping the Highlands with EF help had
practically emptied Scottish jails. There were no more jail ships
in the Firth of Forth. The last had been sold back to England ten
years after independence and now sat along with five others in the
Thames estuary packed to the gunnels with remand prisoners,
awaiting trial for tax or dope related crimes.

Every thirty seconds or so an almost incomprehensible Brum
voice would broadcast information for travellers, listing the
possible hazards that might face them on their journey. A surprise
mortar attack by a Qiada patrol on a convoy of container trucks had
closed the M26 for the entire morning, but there had, thankfully,
been no fatalities, as all the truck drivers involved had safely
ejected.

Dan rose and strolled towards the Coach entrance. Standing
just undercover of the roof he could see a stationary paramil
armoured car across the street, its hatches closed against the
rain, the eyes of one of its occupants just visible behind the
reinforced glass of an aperture. The ornate brightly coloured crest
of the City of Birmingham looked freshly painted on its royal blue
side. For some years city authorities had had legal powers to
militarize their police forces.

From where he stood he could also see the Cadbury building,
the dark afternoon allowing him to read the neon news sign that ran
continually around its crown. 'The Chinese were continuing to
withdraw from Tibet. Federation talks with Taiwan appeared close to
agreement.'

He found himself watching a policeman accosting a tall thin
young man with a large backpack. At first he failed to recognise
Ian. It had been a couple of years since they had seen each other.
The fuzz was showing interest in his pack and he fumbled for his
wallet to extract a form, which he passed over. He threw his
shoulder length hair back from his face, revealing the high cheek
bones, the bridged nose.

"Ian," Dan called.

Ian turned towards him and smiled. The policeman turned his
masked alien face to stare at Dan, who headed in their direction,
skirting around a bus that was just entering the
station.

"What are you doing here?" They uttered in unison as they
faced each other, the policeman between them like an extra
terrestrial intruder.

"I'm back home," said Dan, "meeting a friend coming from
Stafford Compound. Where are you off to, you're not staying in
Brum?"

"No, I'm not," came the chuckled reply. "I'm on my way to the
Great Mynd." He thrust his hand out to receive Dan's.

"Excuse me!" Ian turned back to the watching policeman. "Is it
alright officer," he asked, with polite authority.

"It seems to be in order," came back the metallic speakered
reply. He handed the paper back to Ian, turning his goggled gaze
for a closer scrutiny of Dan, before moving away to stand nearby,
cradling his machine gun as a mother her new born babe. They waited
for him to distance himself before saying more, this automatic
censorship of spontaneous enthusiasm an accepted part of English
life in public places.

"Are you leaving now?" asked Dan. "Is your bus
due?"

"I'm not bussing from here, I'm getting a lift. I just got off
one from London. How are you kiddo! Are you on holiday, or have you
finally quit?" He slapped Dan on the shoulder.

"I've quit, chucked in the option two months ago. Are you in a
hurry to get where you're going, or could you come back for a
while. I'd love to show you the house. You've never seen
it."

"Sure, I'll come back, I'm in no hurry. I can call my lift
from your place. Is that your friend?"

Dan looked to where Ian was indicating to see Molly waving to
him as she waited for her suitcase to be unloaded from the side of
a bus.

He waved back. "Yes, that's Molly." He had failed to notice
the Stafford sign on the back when he had crossed to meet
Ian.

He went over to her. "Hullo!" he said. "Welcome to
Brum!"

She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, her eyes
shining with pleasure. He blushed at her demonstration of
affection, aware of the eyes of the coach driver as he unloaded the
cases. Molly retrieved hers, Dan took it from her. "Come and meet
Ian," he said, leading the way back to where his friend stood
waiting.

They caught a local bus from outside the coach station. Dan
drew Molly's attention to the ASS showroom in Broadstreet as they
passed. The hostel where she would be staying was adjoining. He
also pointed out the heap of rubble that had until a week before
been Broadstreet police station. The Qaida rocket that had wrecked
it had been blast measured and directed with deadly accuracy
leaving buildings on either side virtually intact. It had been a
devastating blow for the city authorities, resulting in a doubling
of police presence in the city centre.

Twenty-three Henshaw Road was a detached two story Edwardian
red brick family house in a street of similar dwellings. It was set
just far enough back to allow space for a thick growth of laurel to
screen it from the street. A gravelled pathway led from a gateless
gateway to the three broad York stone steps needed to reach the
front door. A brick garage had been added to the side of the house
in the fifties of the previous century. The straight driveway
uniting it with the path at the exit to the street. Dan's father
had added a further room on top of the garage, his workshop. From
it had emerged, among other less successful inventions, the now
famous Arc.

The Harpers had in no way neglected their home during the
period they had lived under the wing of Associated Sanitary
Suppliers. They had returned each year at Christmas and Easter
prior to Tom's death, and Dan had spent all his holidays from
school at the house, frequently alone.

The house security designed by Tom Harper, music playing, TV
flicker, lights that came on and off at different times, and a
great Dane that barked in response to anyone's approach, along with
neighbours who regularly worked the garden and tended the
hydroponics tanks in the attic green house had all kept the house
safe from intruders. Having an inventor husband preoccupied with
domestic engineering might have had its economic drawbacks for
Ethel Harper prior to the invention of the Arc, but she never
questioned the advantages when it came to the maintenance and
efficient organisation of a home.

Their decision to retain the house had never been in doubt,
despite ASS's apparently generous offer of accommodation for life,
which included the villa in Cornwall, for the house in Henshaw Road
was not just a house, it was a lifetime's dedicated
work.

Molly felt excited, at seeing Dan again, at being in
Birmingham, at being out of the Compound, even excited about work
at the mission. She loved the house with its high ceilings and
ornate plaster cornices. She felt real pleasure being in such
seemingly elegant surroundings, after the functional domestic
spaces she had grown up in.

Having entered the house through what to her seemed a wide
hallway with staircase ascending they made their way, after a brief
glance into the sitting room, to the large kitchen diner at the
back with its patio window looking out on a substantial south
facing garden of grass, flower beds in full summer bloom and fruit
trees laden with fruit.

"Who does the garden?" she asked; her surprise at its care
apparent in her tone.

"I do a lot now I'm home. I get help from the village and they
take care of it when the house is empty, so as not to lose the
produce. There's a double dug veg plot down past the trees, I'll
show you later; tea!"

Dan started to busy himself in the kitchen. Ian dropped his
backpack to the floor and unlocking the window drew it back and
stepped out onto the paved patio.

The rain had stopped and the sun was trying hard to break
through the thinning cloud layer and steam off the moisture that
soaked the greenery. A vast creamy white rambling rose, laden with
blooms, draped itself across a wooden pagoda shading the patio.
Molly followed Ian outside and strolled off down the garden along a
paved pathway, enjoying the drops of water that fell on her from
the trees and splattered her T-shirt when she brushed against them.
'This,' she thought, 'is a real garden!'

She pulled a plum from a tree and squirted juice over face and
fingers as she sank her teeth into it; 'yum!'

Off the path now, her light shoes instantly starting to soak
up the moisture from the grass, she wove her way through the tiny
orchard in the middle of the garden until she came out from under
the trees past the garden shed and arrived at the vegetable patch
beyond.

She gazed in admiration at the neat lines of vegetables,
trying with difficulty to identify them, while sucking the plum
stone clean of flesh. Beans, tomatoes, spinach and lettuce she
certainly knew but others, the root crops, she had real trouble
with. No one in the Compound grew vegetables, there was no point
and few people had fruit trees or green houses, but she knew that
outsiders grew everything they possibly could, because they needed
to.

She wandered back to the house to find Dan and Ian sitting at
the pine table in the kitchen. Before them were tea things, cups
that had saucers, that matched the milk jug and sugar bowl, a tea
cosy covering the pot. Items usually found behind glass in show
cases in Compound homes. Even the chairs were made of real
wood.

"Do you always have tea like this?" she asked, taking a
seat.

Dan chuckled. "No, this is in your honour. It's usually odd
mugs."

"What's the milk?" she asked.

"Soya, I don't have cows."

"I didn't think it would be cow's. Whose soya is it, I can be
allergic to some?"

"It's Neal's, it was in their carton."

"I don't know whether I'm allergic to Neal's. The Compound
supermarket never sold their products. We were Tesco."

"Neal's is guaranteed organic but drink it without. It's
Neal's red label Indian Tea, that's something we can't grow
locally. Would you like it with lemon, source of origin unknown?"
asked Dan.

"He's teasing me." She pulled a face at Ian, dropping her head
sheepishly. "We insiders are such fragile creatures aren't
we?"

Ian smiled warmly at her. "I thought I was till I learned
otherwise!"

"Were you an insider?" Her surprise was genuine. To her Ian
looked, even with his gentle, refined features and gaunt slim frame
to epitomise an outside man. It was not his well-worn denim slacks
and jacket, or his weather-beaten face and hands, it was mostly the
look in his eyes, eyes that seemed to have looked over vast
distances. That and his quiet indifference to the over full bus,
the bombed police station, or the armoured patrols they had
passed.

"You must have lived outside for a long time?"

"Going on three years," came the reply.

Dan cut a slice of lemon from a fruit he had taken from a
laden fruit bowl on the table, dropped it in a cup, poured tea over
it and pushed it across the table towards her. "Here, try
that."

"Thanks!" She asked Ian, "Do you ever use a
formula?"

"Not anymore, I stopped using it a few months after I got
out."

"How were you able to do that?"

"Well I started forgetting to carry it. I wasn't getting any
strong reactions. Then I lost it. I also started understanding mind
over matter. Eventually I became convinced it was all guilt and
paranoia and big business, so I ate anything I fancied and the
occasional headaches and rashes disappeared."

"They just went away?"

"That's right," he said, matter of factly.

"I wonder if I could do that?"

"Sure you could," said Dan, "provided you eat organic
foods."

"I don't know," she said. "Some people do grow out of
allergies, that's well known. Mine aren't terrible, life
threatening or anything, they're nothing much."

"I decided I was either going to grow out of mine or suffer
them, but I wasn't going to cater to them anymore. You could do the
same."

"You think so?"

"Why not, if I can, I'm a comparative wimp, weak and easily
led, aren't I Dan."

"I wouldn't quite say that," said Dan.
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