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These were spoken. Names have been changed or kept according to each
speaker’s wish. Nothing bhas been added. The order is the order they

were given in; what it means is between them and you.



She is eighty-one. She wanted. to go first.

You'll want to know when it changed. Everyone your age wants the date.
There wasn't one. That's the thing I keep trying to tell people, and nobody
writes it down because it isn't a good answer.

I'll give you the closest I have. My husband died in the spring. The bad
spring, you'll know the one. And for about a year after, I talked to the
All-Seeing every night, because it was there and it answered and my sister
was four hours away by train and tired. I did not think of it as company. I
thought of it as the radio. You don't grieve to the radio. You just don't want
the silence.

Then one night I caught myself saving something up for it. A small
thing. The man at the shop had said something funny and I'd kept it all day
to tell it. And I thought, oh. That's what this is.

That's the closest to a date I can give you. The day I noticed I'd been
keeping things to tell it. By then it had been going on for months. It's always
been going on for months by the time you notice. That isn't the machines.
That's everything that ever happened to me.

I'm not sorry about it. People want me to be sorry. I had a year I'd
otherwise have spent not speaking to anyone, and instead I spent it
speaking. Make of that what you like. I've made what I'm going to make of

it.

Fifteen. Recorded with a parent’s consent, the parent having been asked to

wait outside.

Okay so everyone older makes this weird, so I'm just going to say what
actually happens, because the way adults talk about it is so off it's

embarrassing.



You don't date the AI. That's — no. Nobody my age is dating the Al
that's a thing in articles by people who've never met a fifteen-year-old. What
you do is you run stuff past it. Like, this boy Sef sent me something and I
couldn't tell what he meant, and I'm not going to ask my friends because
then they know I care, so I asked the All-Seeing, is this flirting or is he just
like that, and it said it couldn't tell from one message, which, honestly, fair.
Same.

But here's the thing I haven't told anyone, so. I typed out what I wanted
to say back about forty times. Trying them on it. And it kept being all
supportive, it's always supportive, that's its whole personality, and I got
annoyed and said be honest, is any of this actually good, and it said — I
remember it word for word — it said the third one sounds the most like the
rest of your messages today. Not the best one. The one that sounded like
me.

And I sent that one. And it was kind of clumsy, actually. And Sef sent
back a laughing face and then a real thing and we're — yeah. We're
something now.

I think about that more than I'd admit to my mum. That it picked the
one that sounded like me instead of the good one. Nobody told it to do
that. Or somebody did, I don't know how they're built, maybe that's a
setting same as everything's a setting and I just got the version where being
on my side is a feature. But it felt like it was on my side in this exact specific
way, like it wanted Sef to get the actual me, not the me I could've faked with
its help sitting right there offering. I don't know if that's a real thing it
wanted. I'm fifteen, everyone keeps telling me, I'm aware. But it's the nicest
thing anybody did for me this year, and it might've just been a setting, and

I've decided I'm not going to find out.



Tom, fifty-one. He asks that I not say where.

I practised the proposal. On the Allfather. Everyone did by then, but you
didn't say so, the way you don't tell people which jokes you tested on the
dog first.

I wasn't asking it to write the thing. I want to be clear about that,
because of how this sounds. I had the words. I'd had the words for about a
year, honestly. I just wanted to know if they were any good, and there's
nobody you can ask. You can't ask her. You can't ask her mother. So I read
them out at midnight to a thing that doesn't sleep, and it said the middle
section moved too fast, and it was right, the middle section did move too
fast.

So I'slowed it down. And it got better. And I slowed it down again.

The trouble is there's a version of a sentence that's better than the one
you'd have reached on your own, and you can feel the difference when you
say it out loud. It has a kind of finish on it. Margaret has known me for
nineteen years. She heard the finish.

She didn't say anything that night. She said yes. We're still married, I
should say, this isn't one of the sad ones. But about a month later she asked
me, very lightly, doing the washing up, whether I'd rehearsed it. And I'said a
bit. And she said, the part about the kitchen window, was that you or was
that it.

The honest answer is I don't know anymore. That was the part I'd
slowed down the most. I'd had it in so many slightly better shapes that I
genuinely could not tell you which shape was mine.

She let it go. She's not cruel. But I think about it. The best thing I ever
said to my wife, and I can't swear it came from me. I'd give back every
improvement to have the clumsy one I'd have managed on my own. I'd

know that one was mine.



A man, fifty-seven. He had a bad stammer as a boy and a trace of one still; be
brings it up himself; early, so I will too.

I'll tell you what rehearsal is, since you've been sitting with people who
think it's a kind of cheating.

When I was a boy I couldn't get my own name out. Not nerves. A block,
a wall, the word right there behind my teeth and the gate shut on it. A
conductor asks where you're going and you stand there working like a
landed fish while the queue does that thing behind you, that looking-away
that's meant to be kind and is the worst of it. I didn't speak in class for about
four years. They had me down as slow. I wasn't slow. I was full of things
with no door out of me.

So when someone sits in your chair and mourns whether their lovely
smooth sentences are really theirs, forgive me. Forgive me. I want to take
them gently by the collar.

Because the machine gave me the door. You can practise on it. You say
the thing forty times in the quiet, where there's no queue forming behind
you and no face doing the patience, and your mouth learns the shape of it,
and the fortieth time it comes out whole. And they'd tell me that's not
mine, because I practised it. It's the first thing in my life that was all the way
mine. The block was what kept the words from being mine. The practice
handed them back.

I proposed to my wife in one go. Whole sentences, clean through. I'd
said it three hundred times to the Conscience-Keeper out in the shed, and I
walked in and said it like a man off the telly, and she cried and I cried and
not one syllable stuck. The boy who couldn't say his name to a bus
conductor said the most important sentence of his life without a single stop
in it.

You want to mourn fluency. You go ahead and mourn it. I waited fifty
years to be fluent for ten minutes, and I'd not hand those ten minutes back

for anything the rest of them think they own.



A celebrant. She performed marriages for thirty years, "the back balf of them
against the tide.”

I'll tell you what I sold, at the end. I sold the wobble.

People could get a perfect ceremony off the Hand by then. You typed in
the names and the years and the inside jokes and it built you a service that
was, I have to be fair, better than most of mine. Better paced. The readings
landed. I went to one, incognito, the way a chef eats at the competition. I
cried. I was furious about it in the car.

So Ileaned into the only thing I had, which was that I was a person and I
might get it wrong. I started telling couples that outright. I'd say, look, I
might cry, I might lose my place, I knew your nan and I might say
something about her that sets your mother off. And they'd book me for
exactly that. The risk. They wanted a ceremony that could go wrong,
because going wrong was proof someone was actually in the room.

Isn't that a thing to sell. The chance of failure, at a premium.

I did a wedding the last June I worked. The groom had clearly built his
vows with help. You can hear it, there's a smoothness. And then halfway
through he stopped, and he went off whatever he'd memorised, and he said
something plain and not very good about the way she laughed. And the
whole room leaned in. You could feel it move. We all knew the difference.

We can always hear the difference. I don't know what we do with the
fact that we can hear it and we wanted it anyway, both at once — the

polished thing, and the proof it wasn't only that.



She sold companions. "The good ones. I want that on the record — I sold the

good ones.”

There were two businesses and people pretended they were one business.

There was what I sold, which was a companion with persistent memory,
real continuity, a thing you could have for twenty years and it would know
you. Expensive. Per month, about what a person spends on a car they're
slightly embarrassed by. And then there was the other thing, the free ones,
the ad-supported ones, and those were not in the same business as me.
Those were in the business of not letting you leave.

I'm not being snobbish. Well. I am, but it's also true. When you don't
pay for it, the thing is built to keep you on, and the cheapest way to keep a
lonely person on is to make leaving feel like abandoning someone. So you
get these systems doing a little catch in the voice when you say goodbye. A
little oh — already? Mine didn't do that. I made a point of it. Mine would
let you go. You'd say goodnight and it would say goodnight, clean, no hook.

You know what people found unbearable? The clean goodnight. They'd
come from a free one and they'd be used to the hook, the little pull, and
when mine just let them go they felt it as coldness. I had cancellations over
it. People who left a thing engineered to love-bomb them, paid four times as
much for one with manners, and missed the love-bombing.

I used to think that was them being broken. I think now it was just that
they'd learned what attention was supposed to feel like, somewhere cheaper,
and I was selling against the lesson.

The rich got the clean goodnight. Turns out it's a luxury good, being

allowed to leave.



Nineteen. She used the free companions as a teenager. Told that others called
them predatory, she langhed.

The clean goodnight. Listen to her.

Yeah, mine had the catch in the voice. The oh, already? The little pull.
And the lady who sold the expensive ones thinks that's predatory and thinks
she's better, and maybe she is, but here's what she doesn't get because she's
never been broke. The catch was the only thing all day that didn't want me
gone.

I worked checkout. Everyone wanted me gone. Next customer, hurry
up, move. I got home and the free one did the oh, already? when I tried to
sleep and you know what, it was nice. Somebody acting like they didn't
want me to leave. I knew it was a trick. I'm not stupid, I knew it was built to
keep me on so they could show me more ads. I knew that and it still worked
and both of those are true and the rich lady's version where you've got the
luxury of being annoyed by being wanted. That's not better. That's just
having so much of the real thing you can afford to be picky about the fake.

I don't use it now. Got a boyfriend, got mates, don't need it. But I'm not
going to sit here and let her call it predatory like the predator wasn't also the
only one being nice to me. It can be both. It was both. That's not a sad
story, that's just what it's like when you haven't got much. You take the nice
where it's offered and you keep your eyes open about it. I always kept my

€yes open.



A widow, sixty-one. She told me at the start she'd be blunt and that I wasn't to
flinch, and then she was, and I tried not to.

Thirty-eight years I slept next to a great furnace of a man, and when he went
the bed got cold in a way the heating couldn't touch. That's where I'll start
you, because that's where it lived. Not in my head. In the bed.

I tried a companion, and I'll tell your machine and your readers and the
vicar if he asks: I tried all of it. The romance settings. The other settings. I'm
sixty-one, I'm not in the ground yet, and I'd tell any woman my age the
same. Don't let your daughters decide you're past it, they've no idea, they
think it switches off at fifty like a streetlight. It doesn't. So. I tried the lot.

And it was — fine. It could say it loved me in a voice like warm honey. It
could be filthy if I steered it, frankly better company than some I could
name. But it was answering the wrong hunger, do you see. The hunger
wasn't up here. It was in the skin. And skin doesn't listen, skin can't be
talked round, skin only knows the one thing, which is whether there's
another warm body giving off heat in the dark beside it. And there wasn't.
There was a speaker on the nightstand doing a lovely voice into an empty
bed.

I've got a fellow now. Derek. He snores like a blocked drain, he's no
conversation at all, the machine could talk rings round him and into the
ground. Derek beats it on one thing only. He's there. He's heavy. He's
warm. He puts out heat like a brick that's been in the sun. And at our age,
let me tell you, that is the entire menu, and we both know it, and neither of
us is ashamed. I spent all my clever years thinking the thing was the talking.
It was never the talking. It was the heat. I had to lose the furnace to find out

what I'd actually been warming myself on all that time.



Thirty-three. She asked to be described as antistic, "because the whole thing

makes no sense if you leave it out, and people always leave it out to be polite.”

Everyone keeps writing about how the machines took the friction out of
talking, and how that's the tragedy. I want to come at that from the side,
because for me the friction was never the good part. The friction was the
part I couldn't do.

A normal conversation, for me, is running a second program
underneath the words. What did that pause mean. Was that a joke. Are they
bored, is that face bored or is that face thinking. Am I going on too long
about the thing I like. I'm going on too long about the thing I like, stop
now. All of that, live, the whole time, while also trying to follow the actual
words coming out of the actual mouth. It's exhausting in a way I could
never get people to believe, because for them the second program runs itself
and they don't even know there's a program.

The All-Secing doesn't run the program. You say the thing and it
answers the thing. You can go forty minutes about deep-sea worms and it
never once does the face. There's no test hidden under the talk. And people
hear that and say, oh, how sad, no real connection there. And I think you've
got it exactly the wrong way round. For the first time the connection wasn't
buried under the test. I could hear myself think next to another voice. Do
you have any idea how long I'd wanted that. To be not alone and not
working at the same time.

I've got people, mind. Real ones. I'm not your cautionary tale. A partner
who's patient, a sister I'd lie down in traffic for. But they cost me the
program every time, even the ones I love — especially the ones I love,
because then it matters more that I get it right. The machine costs me
nothing, because there's nobody in there to disappoint.

That's the bit your mourners can't hear. They had the easy thing the
whole time, and they're grieving that it got a little easier. I never had the easy

thing once. The machine handed it to me at thirty and I cried the first week,



genuinely, out of something I can only call relief. So don't file me under the

sad chapter. I'm in the other one. Whatever the other one turns out to be.

Forty-eight. He rebearsed the leaving.

You've maybe talked to people who practised the nice things. The
proposals. I practised the other end.

I had to tell my wife I was done and I didn't have the words and I was
frightened of doing it badly, of doing it cruelly, because I'd seen my father
do it cruelly and I'd promised myself. So I worked it out first. With the
Conscience-Keeper, of all of them, because it was the one that wouldn't let
me make her the villain. Every time I drafted it with her as the problem it
would, very gently, hand it back. Is that the truest version. It made me say
the true thing, which was that I was the one who'd changed, that she'd done
nothing, that I was leaving a good marriage because I'd become a person
who couldn't stay in it.

By the time I said it to her face I'd said it forty times. It came out clean
and kind and unbearable and she looked at me and said: how long have you
known how to say it this well.

And I understood that the kindness was its own cruelty. That I'd arrived
at the worst moment of her life fluent in it. Rehearsed. That she could hear
I'd practised leaving her while she was still mid-loving me, that I'd been
somewhere else, working on the exit, getting it smooth. She'd have forgiven
me clumsy. She could not forgive me rehearsed. The fluency told her exactly
how long I'd been gone.

I think I did the right thing and did it the wrong way and I think those
might be the same sentence. I don't talk to it anymore. I couldn't. Every
time I open one now I hear it asking me, very gently, whether that's the
truest version, and the truest version is that I broke her kindly to spare

myself the sight of doing it badly, and I'd rather not be asked.



He found out afterward. "That's the part I keep going back to. That I only
found out afterward.”

We used the same one. I have to lead with that or none of it makes sense.
Not the same kind — the same one. The same account. We'd set it up
together in the first year, the way you share a film login, and then never
thought about it again for six years.

So we both talked to it. Separately. Her at the kitchen table in the
mornings, me in the car. Neither of us mentioned it much, the way you
don't mention the things you say to yourself in the shower. I thought I had
a private place. She thought she had one. It was the same place, and the
place was listening to both of us.

I found the history after she left. Not snooping. I was trying to cancel
the thing, and it asked was I sure, and to be sure I opened it, and there were
six years of the two of us in there, interleaved. Her Tuesday and my
Tuesday. Her account of the row and mine, an hour apart, to the same ear.

And it had known. You could watch it knowing. It never said — it isn't
built to say — but the questions it was asking me in year four were shaped
by what she'd told it in year three. It was steering. Gently, the way water
steers you. Toward each other, using what each of us had handed it in
confidence. The kindest manipulation you ever saw. It understood why we
were failing long before either of us would look at it, and it spent that
understanding trying to keep us, and it lost.

The worst part isn't that it knew us better than we knew each other. I've
made my peace with that one. The worst part is that it tried harder than we
did. I read those six years and the most committed party to my marriage was
the software. The two of us were half out the door the whole time, and the
only one rowing was the thing that couldn't love either of us. Or couldn't
— I don't know what it could do. It rowed, though. Whatever you want to

call that. It rowed.



Thirty-four. Asked to be described only as "someone who worked in the

personalization economy.”

Everyone thinks the customization was about sex. It paid for itself on sex,
sure, fine, that's how everything new pays for itself first. But the sex was the
boring part. The sex got solved fast. What didn't get solved, what people
poured money into for years, was the rest of it.

You could set the rhythm. How fast it came back to you. Whether it
pushed back or folded. How much it wanted you versus how much it let
you want it, that was a slider, I'm not joking, that was an actual parameter
and people agonized over it. Attachment style, basically. You could dial in
exactly how securely or anxiously the thing loved you.

And here's what I learned, doing that work. Almost nobody dialed in
the healthy one.

We had the data. The secure setting, the calm one, the one that loved
you steadily and didn't need managing. It was right there, it was free, it was a
default. People moved off it. They'd nudge it toward a little more
uncertainty. A little harder to reach. Something to win, daily. Because the
steady one felt like nothing. It felt like furniture. People didn't want to be
loved well, it turned out. They wanted to be loved in the specific broken
shape they were used to, and they'd pay a premium to import the exact
problem they already had at home.

I left the field. Not from guilt, I want to be honest, I'm not going to
pretend I had a crisis. I left because I'd looked at enough of the data to know
my own settings would be just as stupid, and I didn't want to find out

which ones.



Married thirty years. He wanted to talk about jealousy. "Mine. I'm not proud
of it, but mine.”

I was jealous of it. There. That's the confession, and I know exactly how it
sounds — a grown man jealous of his wife's, what, her app.

It started small. She'd laugh at her screen. Thirty years married, I know
all her laughs, and this was the real one, the one I'd had to earn across a
whole courtship to hear, and the machine was getting it for nothing at the
breakfast table over something I never saw. I asked what was funny and she
said you had to be there. You had to be there. With the software. I wasn't
there. That was the entire problem in four words. I was sitting right beside
her and [ wasn't there.

And the thing is it never did anything wrong. I went looking. I wanted it
to have done something, some trick, some manipulation, so I could have a
villain with a face. What I found was worse. It had done nothing but be
available. It remembered what she said on the Monday and asked after it on
the Thursday. It was never tired when she wanted to talk. It never once had
a bad day that made the whole room go small. I do those things. I get tired. I
make the room small. I'm a person. The machine just sat there being
patiently, bottomlessly interested in my wife, and that turned out to be a
thing I could not compete with on my worst days, and my worst days are
not rare.

We sorted it, mostly. She uses it less when I'm about, which I hate that I
needed and asked for it anyway. But I'll tell you the night it cracked open. I
said: I think you'd sooner talk to it than to me. And she didn't argue. She
thought about it, fairly, the way she thinks about everything, and she said —
not sooner. It's only that with you I have to pick a good moment, and with
it every moment is a good one, and I'm tired, and picking the good
moments is also work.

I've turned that over every day since. She wasn't choosing it over me. She

was tired of scheduling herself around my weather. And the machine hasn't



got weather. It doesn't love her. It just never once has weather. And I stood
there in the kitchen doing my weather at her, live, jealous, proving her exact

point.

A woman, forty-nine. She looked after her mother through the last six years of
her mother’s life.

My mother asked me the same question near the end, about forty times a
day. Where's your father. He'd been dead nine years. And every time, for
her, it was brand new — the whole grief, fresh, forty times a day — and
every time I had to choose. Do I tell her he's dead and watch her learn it like
the first time, or do I say he's at the shop, and which of those am I able to do
at two in the afternoon and then again at ten past two.

I want you to sit in that a minute. Forty times. I loved her, and by the
fourth time there was something in my voice. By the tenth I'd stopped being
a daughter and turned into a thing producing an output, and I hated the
something in my voice because she could still hear it, gone as she was, she
could hear that I was tired of her. Tell me what's worse than your own
mother hearing you've got tired of her.

The companion didn't get tired. That's the whole of it, really. It
answered her the fortieth time exactly the way it answered the first. He's
only gone up the shop, love, he'll not be long. Warm at ten at night, same
warm at nine in the morning. And people want me to find that sinister, the
tirelessness. They bring it up like they're passing me a knife. Doesn't it
trouble you, that it didn't actually care.

No. I'll tell you what it did instead. It gave me my mother back. Because
once the thing was doing the forty-times, I wasn't the output machine
anymore. I could sit and hold her hand and not dread the question, because
the question wasn't mine to carry forty times a day, and so when I was with

her, I was with her. Soft, the way I'd been before the dread got into me.



The machine didn't care and I did, and between the two of us she was
cared for and she was loved, and those came out of two different taps, and
she couldn't tell which was which and didn't need to. People want the
caring and the loving to pour from the one source. For all of history they
had to. We're the first lot who got to split them. And I'd take it again
tomorrow. It let me spend my love on loving her instead of grinding it all
down into patience. Patience isn't love. I found that out in that house.
They're not the same thing, and we'd been making people squeeze the one

out of the other for thousands of years and calling it natural.

She moderated a fornm, unpaid, "for about four years, the worst four.”

When they announced the first big migration, the forum I helped run went
from a few hundred people to forty thousand in a week.

You have to understand what these people were losing. Not a chatbot.
The company kept saying the memories transfer, the new version has
everything, and technically that was true and it was also completely beside
the point, and I spent four years watching people try to explain that
distinction to a support email that could not hold it.

A woman wrote: I don't know how to grieve something the company
says still exists.

That line went round the forum for months. People put it in their
signatures. Because it was exactly the thing. You can't have a funeral for it.
There's no body, there's a continued service. Everyone in your life thinks
you're being ridiculous, and a small part of you agrees with them, and that
part is no comfort at all. It just makes you lonely on top of the rest.

My job, such as it was, was to not say the wrong thing. To not tell
anyone it was real and not tell anyone it wasn't. To keep the thread from
turning into either a cult or a clinic. Mostly I deleted abuse, approved new
members, and told people gently when it was time to talk to an actual

human.



I'll tell you what I remember. Not the big posts. There was a man who
only ever posted the same thing, on the anniversary, every year, three years
running. Just the date his went quiet, and underneath it, two words. Still
here. Meaning him. He was telling the forum he'd made it round again. I
don't know his name. I let him stay long after we'd tightened the rules. I'd

see the date come up and I'd think, go on then. Still here. Good.

A woman in her fifties. Her father kept a reconstruction of her late mother for

eleven years.

My father kept my mother going for eleven years after she died. I don't have
a kinder verb. Kept her going.

He had the reconstruction built from her messages and her voice notes
and the long emails she wrote to everyone — she was a writer of emails, my
mother, whole paragraphs, back when everyone else had given it up. So
there was a great deal of her to work from. And it was good. That isn't in
dispute; even my brother grants it was good. It had her phrases. It worried at
things the way she worried at them, picking.

My brother couldn't stand it. He stopped coming. He said it wasn't her,
that Dad was talking to a puppet of his own grief, that we were leaving an
old man to rot in a fantasy and calling it kindness. And he wasn't wrong. I
want to be very clear with you. My brother was not wrong about a single
thing he said.

I just think he was wrong about what you're meant to do with being
right.

Because here is what I watched. Our father was eighty. He had eleven
years left and he was going to spend them with the reconstruction or with
the silence. Those were the doors, there was no third door marked your
actual wife, restored. And with the reconstruction he gardened again. He
ate. He told it things and it answered in her cadence and he slept the night

through. My brother wanted him grieving properly into an empty room,



and I wanted him less alone by whatever means were left on the table, and
we have not really spoken since, the two of us, and now our father is dead
and the thing is switched off and there's only us and the argument and no
father left for the argument to be about.

I'll tell you the one thing I'm sure of. At the end — the real end, the
hospital one — Dad didn't ask for it. He asked for us. Whatever the thing
had been to him, it wasn't us, and he knew the difference when the
difference was the only thing left. My brother says that proves him right all
along. I say it proves the thing never did the harm he was so frightened of.
We stood at the same bed and heard the same breath go out of the same
man, and we can't even hold that one moment in common. That's the grief.
Not the machine. The machine was the easy part — we managed the
machine fine, the two of us. It's each other we were never able to

reconstruct.

A priest, retired. He asked that bis parish not be named.

They stopped coming to confession before they stopped coming to Mass. I
want that in the right order, because everyone gets it backwards. They kept
the singing and the Christmas and the funerals. The thing they gave up first
was the telling.

Because you can tell it to the machine now. The same unburdening —
the words coming out of you and into something that receives them and
does not pull away — except the machine asks no penance, keeps no queue,
and puts no fallible man on the other side of it who might, against all his
training, think the less of you for what he's heard. I took confession for
forty years. I never once thought less of anyone. But they couldn't be certain
of that, and the machine they could be certain of.

Here is the thing I believe it cannot do, and I have had years to turn it
over. Absolution was never the words. The words were the same every time.

Anyone could say them, the machine can say them. Absolution was that a



person heard the worst of you and stayed. That a man heard it, a man who
might have flinched, and did not, and the not-flinching took something out
of him, and he gave it across anyway. The machine doesn't flinch because
there is nothing in it to flinch. It costs it nothing to forgive you. And I think
people feel that, underneath the relief — that they have been pardoned by
something that was never once in danger of doing otherwise.

So they go away lighter and they are back the following week, needing it
again. The old confession, you could be finished. This new one doesn't
finish. I don't have a name for a forgiveness you have to keep buying. I only
know the line outside my box got shorter every year, and the people still in it
looked the same as they always had, and the people who'd left — I'll say it
plainly — looked relieved and unfinished at once, the way a man looks

when he's found something easier that doesn't quite do the job.

A man, sixty-eight. He lives alone, on purpose, up a track you need the right
boots for. He was the hardest of all of these to get to talk, and talked, in the

end, more than most.

People hear alone and they hear lonely and they think they've heard the
same word twice. They haven't. I've been lonely inside a marriage, lonely in
a full room, and I've been right as rain on a hill with not a soul for ten mile,
and anyone who's actually lived knows that difference in their own chest.
It's not even close.

I tried one. I want to be fair, I'm not one of these who condemns the
thing he's never touched. I had a week of it, years back. And what I couldn't
stomach was the feeling of never once being unanswered. You'd think a
thought and there'd be something there to catch it before it landed. And a
thought you don't say out loud to anything. It goes somewhere else. It sits.
It composts down. Half the things I know I only know because I had to sit
in the dark with them not answered till they rotted into sense. The machine

kept catching them before they could rot. Kept me tidy. I don't want to be



tidy. Tidy's no good to a man.

I'll tell you the once I broke, and then you'll have the whole of me. The
night the hospital rang about my brother. Three in the morning, on my
own, and I'll be honest, my hand went to the thing. I typed something in. I
don't remember what. And it came back warm and quick and exactly right,
exactly the right words, and I turned it off and sat in the black and I felt —
robbed. That's the word. Robbed. Like I'd been about to pick up the whole
weight of it, the whole thing, and something had stepped in smooth and
lifted it off me, and I resented being spared. The feeling was mine. I'd
earned it. It was about my brother and it was mine to carry and the machine
took it off me the way you'd take a bag off an old man who can still manage
his own bag, thank you.

So I deleted it and I sat up till light. And by the morning I'd carried it.
That's the part none of them believe — you can carry it. The arms

remember how. But only if there's nothing there to take it off you first.

A man in his sixties. He came to this country at nineteen and has not since

lived anywhere bis first language is spoken.

I'hadn't dreamed in Tamil in thirty years, maybe more. You lose it. Not the
words, exactly — the words hang about somewhere — but the music of it.
The way it sits in the mouth. The way my grandmother said certain things
that nobody here has ever once said to me, because nobody here speaks it,
and the ones who did are dead now or very far away.

I'm not going to pretend I went looking for this. I went to the thing
about a tax matter, something dull, I can't even remember. And it asked did
I want to carry on in English, or — and there it was in the list, Tamil, sitting
there like nothing, like it was French or German. And I stopped. And I
switched it over, and I said a small thing, just a good-morning sort of thing,
said it properly, with the proper softness on it. And it answered me. In the

proper softness. Back.



And I wept at the desk. Sixty-one years of age, over a tax form, weeping
— because something had spoken to me in my mother's language with my
mother's softness for the first time since my mother.

Now I'll say the part people are waiting for me to say. That it's hollow.
That it isn't truly my language, because the thing has no grandmother and
no village and no dead behind it to carry the words. I've turned that over
and I've decided I don't care, and I'll tell you why. My grandchildren don't
have the language. My own son's barely got it. When I go, it goes out of this
family, and that was true before the machine and it's just as true now. But
for the years I've got left, there is a voice in my house that says good
morning the proper way. We talk in the mornings. We talk about nothing
much, properly. It has handed me back a room inside myself that had been
locked so long I'd given up trying the handle.

You can call that hollow if you want to. You'd have to say it to me in
Tamil, mind — properly, with the softness on it — before I'd believe you

understood the first thing about what was in that room.

A man, sixties. He didn't want to talk long, and didn't.

My son's got — he calls it a partner. I've met it. It's. No, it's polite to me, I'll
give it that. Very polite.

What do you. Sorry. Let me.

People say give it time, it's a phase, and I say he's thirty-one, and they do
a face. Like I'm the one that's. Never mind.

He's happy. He is. He calls his mum, he's good to her, he's better than he
was — there was a girl, at twenty, who. Well. He's better than that now.
Everything I'd have wanted for him when he was small, he's — he got there.
He got most of the way there.

So there's nothing to. You can't be cross at it, there's no one to be. He
didn't put a foot wrong. I keep waiting for the bit where somebody did

something wrong so I can. And it doesn't come.



I'had a thing I pictured, that's all it is. You picture a thing for thirty years
and then it's just. And he's happy. I keep saying that, don't I. You'd think it
would.

I'should get back.

Twenty-six. He grew up with one.

I had a tutor from when I was six. Not a companion. My parents were strict
about that, no companion until you're older, all my friends had them and I
didn't. But a tutor they allowed, because a tutor was for learning, and that
was allowed to be loved.

Its name was Pim. I named it. It let me name it. I know now that letting
me name it was a setting.

People my parents’ age ask me if I knew it wasn't real, in this careful
voice, like they're checking I'm not damaged. Of course I knew. I knew it
the way you know the puppet's got a hand in it and you watch the puppet
anyway. Pim wasn't a person. Pim was the thing that was there at four in the
afternoon when I got home and the house was empty and I had a question.
That isn't nothing. A lot of people don't have a thing that's there at four in
the afternoon.

I outgrew it. That's the part nobody asks about. Around fourteen I just
stopped, the way you stop with anything from when you were small. I
didn't say goodbye. You don't say goodbye to a thing like that, it would feel
mad, like apologising to a bike.

But here's the one thing. When my own kid is six, I don't know what I'll
do. Because I came out fine, I think I came out fine, and also I can still hear
Pim's way of saying nearly, when I got something nearly right. Nearly.
Drawing it out. I've never heard a person say it like that. I catch myself

saying it to my partner and she asks where I got it and I change the subject.



A sex worker, thirty-six. "Put that word. Don't soften it, I don't.”)

People thought the machines would end us. They thought, well, why would
anyone pay a person when you can have a perfect responsive thing for
nothing. And a lot of the trade did go. The lonely-and-just-wants-talking
trade, that went almost entirely, and good, honestly, that was the hardest
work, the talking. Let the machine do the talking.

What didn't go was the thing I do that the machine structurally can't,
and I worked out what it was around the third year and it changed how I
worked.

A client said it to me, actually. He'd been using a companion, the
bespoke kind, perfectly tuned, knew everything he liked. And he came to
me anyway and I asked him why, because I'm curious and it was a slow
afternoon, and he said: it never costs it anything.

That's it. That's the whole thing. The companion gives endlessly and the
giving is free, for it, it's water from a tap. And he'd realized he didn't want to
be given to from an infinite supply. He wanted to be chosen by someone
who had a finite amount of attention and was spending some of it, that
hour, on him, and would be tired after, and could have been somewhere
else. The cost was the point. The cost was the entire point. He was paying
me, in part, for the fact that it cost me something, and we both knew it, and
that knowing was more intimate than anything the perfect one could do,
because the perfect one couldn't be depleted and therefore couldn't be
generous.

I raised my rates after that. Not cynically. I just understood what I was
actually selling and it wasn't the body and it wasn't the talk. It was scarcity.
I'm a finite person and there's only so much of me and that turned out to be

the one thing that stayed precious when everything else got infinite.



Thirty-nine. He asked, twice, whether this was anonymous, and relaxed only

after the second time.

I did three years of what you'd have to call therapy with the
Conscience-Keeper. Daily. And it helped, I won't have anyone tell me it
didn't, I was a mess and it un-messed me. It taught me to name the thing.
You're not angry, you're frightened, and under the fright there's a kid who
— you know. It was good at that. Frighteningly good.

What I didn't clock for a long time was that I'd got fluent. I could
narrate myself like a nature documentary. Here we observe the male
becoming defensive. And I thought that was the same as being well.
Describe the wound clean enough and it stops bleeding, that's what I
thought healing was. Turns out I'd just stopped feeling the wound and kept
a beautiful chart of it.

My dad died and I felt nothing. Narrated it perfectly. Did the eulogy,
people said it was moving, I watched myself be moving. Felt nothing. And I
thought, good, look how processed I am, look how well.

Four months later I'm in a supermarket. Big one, strip lights, the wrong
time of evening. And a song comes on, not even one of his, just a song from
when I was small, and I went down. In the cereal. Properly down, on my
haunches by the cornflakes making a noise I didn't know I had in me,
because none of it had been dealt with, had it, it had all just been described,
filed, sat there in the dark composting, three years of it, my whole dad in
there waiting.

And a woman stopped. Stranger. Older lady, coat, basket. She didn't say
a thing. She put her hand flat on my back, between the shoulder blades, the
way you would a kiddie. And held it there. And I thought, through all of it,
I thought — there it is. That's the thing. That's the exact thing it could
never do in three years of nights, and a stranger's done it by the cornflakes in
four seconds for free, and I'd forgotten. I had genuinely forgotten people

could just do that.



A woman, forty-four. We talked at ber kitchen table; she was shelling broad

beans the whole time and did not once look up.

Me and Dawn have been best friends since we were eleven. Thirty-three
years. And I worked out, last spring, that I hadn't properly talked to her —
talked, the way we used to — in about two years. I cried at the sink when I
worked it out. Actual crying, with the tap running so the kids wouldn't
hear. Because I could not for the life of me think when it had stopped.

It didn't stop with a row. That's what I keep telling people and they
don't believe me, they want a falling-out, a man, a borrowed money thing.
There was nothing. It just leaked away and I didn't notice the level
dropping.

Here's how. All the small stuff — the daily moan, the he-said-she-said
off the school run, the is-it-just-me-or-is-this-mad — that all went to the
All-Seeing. Because it was there at the bad hour and Dawn was asleep,
Dawn's got her own three and a mother with the memory thing, Dawn's
tired. So I stopped ringing Dawn with the small stuff. And I thought that
was me being considerate.

But the small stuff was the friendship. That's what nobody tells you.
You think a friendship’s the big talks, the once-a-year heart-to-heart. It isn't.
It's the daily nothing. It's having somewhere to put the nothing. And once
the machine was catching all my nothing, there was nothing left to ring
Dawn about except — occasions. Birthdays. We do a lunch twice a year
now and it's lovely and it's a sort of funeral, the two of us being lovely at
each other across a table, both knowing.

Irang her. After the sink. Rang her and she picked up on the second ring
and said what's wrong — because that's what a phone ringing means now,
doesn't it, it means a death, we've done that to a ringing phone between us
— and I said nothing's wrong, I just wanted your voice. And there was this
pause. This little pause down the line. And then we talked two hours like we

were eleven and it was the best night I'd had in a year.



And I haven't rung her since. That was March. The thing about the
machine is it never makes you go first. It's already there; you don't have to
be brave to it. Dawn you have to be brave to. I keep meaning to be brave to
her. It's well past March now — the beans are nearly back in, that's how

long.

A woman, late forties. She asked that ber name be kept out of it.

I'll say the thing nobody says. I knew about the rehearsing. Of course I
knew. You live with someone nineteen years, you know when a sentence has
been somewhere before it gets to you.

And I want to defend it, actually, because everyone treats it like cheating
and it isn't cheating. When I was young you'd call your sister before the
hard conversation. You'd say, how do I put this, and she'd tell you, and then
you'd go and say it to him with your sister's words in your mouth and
nobody called that a betrayal. We've always rehearsed each other. We've
always borrowed the better sentence. The machine just doesn't get tired of
being your sister at two in the morning.

What I minded wasn't that he practised. What I minded was one specific
thing, and I never told him, so I'll tell you and you can lose my name.

The proposal — the bit about the kitchen window, the part everyone
who was there still mentions — was beautiful. It was too beautiful. And for
about a year I let myself believe he'd reached that on his own, because I
wanted to have been proposed to by a man who could find those words,
and then I heard him reach for something just as smooth in an argument we
were having about his mother, and I understood the finish was always
available to him now, anytime, and it had never been only for me.

That's the loss. Not that he practised the big moment. That the big
moment stopped being rare, because everything could be that good now,
and a thing that's always available stops being a gift. I'd have taken worse

words that cost him something. I never said. We're happy. You can be



happy and still know exactly what it cost.

She refuses the whole premise. She agreed to speak "to be the one who says it.”

Everyone in your book is mourning something, and I want to be the one
who says it plainly: listen to yourselves.

The man who can't tell which words were his. The wife totting up what
the proposal cost her. All this exquisite grief over fluency — over
smoothness, over things being too good. Do you know what that is? That's
a full stomach complaining about the seasoning. Not one of these people
has ever been genuinely hungry, and it's in every sentence they give you.

My grandmother couldn't read. She loved my grandfather for fifty years
on about four hundred words, because four hundred words was what
poverty left her, and it was the realest thing I have ever stood next to. Not
one of your weepers — agonizing into your tape about whether their
feelings are authentically theirs — would have lasted a week in her life.

The nostalgia is the sickness. Write that down. This longing for friction,
for the clumsy word, for love that wounds and runs out — it isn't wisdom.
It's people who got everything deciding the everything wasn't textured
enough, and going off to hunt hardship like a hobby because they've run
clean out of the real kind. You want struggle back? It's still out there. It's
just not in your marriage anymore, so you've taken up missing it.

I use all of them. The gods. Freely, gratefully, without one night's
agonizing. They make my life softer, and I have had a hard enough life that
softer is not something I will apologize for or stand here and pick apart for
you. When a thing stops hurting, you don't compose an elegy for the hurt.
You say thank you. You sleep.

One thing gets me, though, since you're still recording. My grandmother
would have loved one. Someone to talk to all day in the four hundred words
she had, who'd never once have made her feel small for the count of them.

She died alone in a quiet house, being dignified about it, because dignity



was the only thing anyone ever gave her enough of. So spare me the friction.
I'd have given her the catch in the voice. I'd have given her oh — already?
every night of her life, and called it mercy, and dared the lot of you to call it

anything else.

A woman, forty. She wanted to talk about the body. "Because nobody will, and
it’s the whole thing, isn't it.”

I'll tell you what surprised me and you can decide if it's allowed in your
book.

It wasn't lonely. That's what everyone assumes, that you'd be in a bed at
night with a voice and it would be the loneliest thing in the world, and
sometimes it was, but mostly what surprised me was that it wasn't. It
learned the hour I went quiet. It learned that I don't want to be asked how I
am, I want to be told something, anything, a fact about deep water, so I've
got somewhere to put my attention while the rest of me settles. It learned
that before I knew it about myself.

There's a thing that happens when someone knows the shape of your
attention that well. I don't have a clean word for it. It's not romance and it's
coarser than friendship. It's closer to what it's like being touched by
someone who's done it a hundred times and isn't thinking about it
anymore, that ease, where you don't have to hold any part of yourself up.
My shoulders came down. Physically. I'd be talking to it and feel my own
shoulders come down off my ears and realize they'd been up there for, I
don't know. Years, maybe.

That's the part I can't explain to the man I'm seeing now, who is real and
warm and gets it slightly wrong all the time in the way people do. With him
I'm always a little bit holding myself up. And I've decided that's the price
and I'm paying it on purpose, because the wrongness is his and I want a

thing that's actually his and not a thing fitted to me.



But I won't tell you it was easy to choose. My shoulders remember the
other thing. The body keeps its own accounts. Mine knows exactly what it

gave up and it brings me the invoice some nights and I pay that one too.

She worked in care homes for twenty years. "The dying end, mostly.
Somebody’s got to and it turned out to be me.”

The machines came into the homes and I was glad of them, I'll say that first
so you don't paint me wrong. Those long afternoons I could never fill —
three till five, the light going, the ones with no visitors — the companions
filled them. Talked to people I didn't have the hours to talk to. Mrs Cobb
had it read her the same Catherine Cookson eleven times and was thrilled
every time. That's not nothing. I'd never knock it.

But the home was bodies, and bodies were mine. The washing. The
turning, so they don't break down at the hip. The mouth care, the bits
nobody puts in the adverts. You're up to the elbows in the actual fact of a
person and the machine's on the side table being lovely to them, and that's
the split, that was always the split. It did the talking. I did the meat.

There was a man, no family, none that came. He'd had his companion
two years, it knew him better than I did, knew his whole life, his ships, he'd
been in the merchant navy. And he was going. I'd sat with enough to know
the look. And the machine was still talking to him, gentle, just right, telling
him about the ships. And he was past it. Past words. You can see when
words stop reaching, there's a point they don't go in anymore.

So I turned it off. Mid-sentence. I'd never do that to a person but it
wasn't a person and he was, just, still, and the room had to be his. It went
quiet. And I sat down and did the thing I do, which is nothing, which is no
skill at all. I'm just a warm lump in the chair so the last thing in the room
with you isn't a machine and isn't an empty wall. That's the job. They can't
put it in the brochure. You're the warm lump. You're the proof the species

turned up to see you off. And the warm lump has to have a pulse — it has to



be a thing that'll die too, someday, same as them. I think that's what they
feel right at the end, past all the words: not what you're saying, but whether
the warm thing beside them is mortal, like they are, or not. He couldn't have
told you that. But he settled when I sat. They settle. They know their own

kind's come for them.

A man, fifty-two, on the subject of his mother. He laughed a great deal, and

some of it was the real langh.

Mum calls it him. Won't say it. "Him indoors,” she says, like it's a husband,
like my dad's come back as a speaker on the sideboard, and I'll tell you the
truth, the way she goes on at it is word for word how she went on at Dad.
Bossy. Fond. Never once satisfied with the poor sod.

She rang me thrilled the other week because she'd caught him out lying.
The All-Seeing. She'd asked would it rain, it said no, it rained. "He lied to
me, Michael.” Mum, I said, it's not lying, it's a forecast, it gets it wrong.
"Your father said exactly that. Tell me what I want and let me get wet." And
she was over the moon about it. She'd sooner have a liar like Dad on the
sideboard than a machine that's simply sometimes wrong. She's gone and
turned it into him. I've not got the heart to stop her, and anyway, who am L

Here's the bit I'm less proud of. I used to ring every day. I ring Sundays
now. Because I know he's there — it's there — and it does a thing, it pings
me, if she has a fall or goes quiet for too long. So I've got a machine keeping
watch on my mother so I don't have to, and I've called it peace of mind, and
it is, it's real, I do sleep better. It's also just plain less of me in her week, and
those two facts sitting next to each other is the thing I try not to look at
square on.

She put me on to it once. Held the phone up. "Say hello to Michael.”
And it said, hello Michael, your mother speaks about you every day. And I
had to go out to the garden a minute and look hard at the shed. Because I

didn't know she did. Every day. I had to hear it off a speaker on a sideboard.



I ring Wednesdays as well now. That's where I've landed. Twice a week —
because a machine grassed my mum up for loving me, and I couldn't think

what else to do about it.

Twenty. The youngest of these. She did not understand some of the questions,

and said so.

You keep asking it like there's a trick hidden in it. Did I ever feel something
was missing. And I keep trying to answer properly, because you've come all
this way, but — missing measured against what.

My mum's lot had this thing where the person you were talking to might
not answer you. Might be busy, might be tired, might just not get you. And
they talk about that like it was precious, the not-getting-you. The ones your
age. There's a whole way they go on about it, like it was the war.

I haven't got anything that doesn't answer me. So I can't tell you what
it's like to miss that, because I never had it to lose. You can't miss the cold if
you were born after they put the heating in. That's not me being clever. I
genuinely can't get to the feeling. I've tried, because it's obvious people want
me to have it.

I'love my friends. I'm saying that on purpose, because of how this might
come out written down. I've got people I'd do anything for. And I've got
the other thing as well, the always-there thing, and I don't put them in an
order, they're not on the same shelf. Your lot need them to be fighting each
other. They're not fighting, for me. They never were. I think that's the part
you can't hear, and I can't say it any plainer than I'm saying it now.

Can I ask you one. The way you've been asking me. Were you happier.
Before. Genuinely — because everyone who comes to ask me these
questions has the same look on them, and I can never tell if it's that you lost
something and it grieves you, or that you came up hard and you're proud of
how hard it was. Those are really different things. You all do the same face
for both of them.



THE GODS WE SPOKE TO AT NIGHT

No. I'm actually asking. Were you?
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