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I was extremely drunk when I began to notice a few
odd things. At the time, being drunk, I didn't notice them as odd,
I simply noticed them. Then the next morning I
remembered.

 

It had been a party after a night at bars, and when
I arrived there I was already barely able to string a sentence
together. I had a guy after me, not too much of a lecher, in fact I
was enjoying sitting listening to him talk about this and that. I
was really just waiting for him to make a move. I would have gone
along with it, he was cute enough, but he didn't, in the end, he
just put me in a taxi home. But – the things I noticed – there was
a big sheet up on the wall which was covered in tiny holes, about
1cm across, uniformly spread all over it. Also there were a few
bizarre metal parts here and there, and clipboards covered with
weird schematics.

 

Anyway, this boy who had been after me was the same
boy who had been hosting the party, whose house it was, so out of
curiosity I popped on my sandals and took the train over to his
place again. It was still early in the day, so I expected the place
to be a tip still, but when I arrived it looked fairly clean
already.

 

“Oh! Hello,” he said after opening the
door.

 

“Hi,” I replied. He invited me in. He seemed
pleasantly surprised that I had come over, his big brown eyes
glimmering. I had to admit I felt a bit excited too. He certainly
was cute. I was not usually this spontaneous.

 

“I was just about to eat lunch, want to join me?” he
asked.

 

“What's cooking?”

 

“Nothing, just some sandwiches. Come on.” Then
suddenly we were out the back of his house, rushing past his
garden, hopping over a fence and up a hill. In no time we were
sitting down for a picnic in a tiny wood that overlooked the
city.

 

It truly was a beautiful sight, the shiny city
glittering on this beautiful summer noon. Butterflies fluttered by
and tin-turtles flew over, clicked and whirred, bid us a good day
then whizzed away. We chatted for a while. His name was Ben, he was
part time studying while working in the city. After merely half an
hour things had just clicked, conversation was flowing and I felt
the thrill of romance, like me and Ben might have a future. I
suddenly remembered what had spurred my visit in the first
place.

 

“What's with all that odd stuff in your
room?”

 

He held up his hands in protest. “Eh, that's just
work stuff.”

 

“Where do you work?”

 

“I work at March Dating Centre. You've seen the
ads?” I had, slushy things, posted all over the city. In these
hectic times who found the time to fall in love? Well, let this
agency do it for you. It seemed fairly superficial to me, but their
business was certainly booming. “Yea we pretty much make a match
for anyone. We have a 99 percent success rate,” he added,
proudly.

 

“I know, I've seen your claims. 99 percent seems a
bit of an embellishment if you ask me.”

 

“Oh, it's true!” he nodded. “Even that last 1%, we
do make them a perfect match, but .. they just act stubborn, just
to try and prove our system wrong. We really have a one hundred
percent success rate. It's a brilliant system.”

 

I stuck my tongue out. “Seems rather unromantic if
you ask me!”

 

Ben blushed “It's only a job.”

 

By the time we'd strolled back to his house it was
early evening, and I was already trying to think of an excuse to
ask him out again. He mentioned his work a lot, so I went with it:
“You must work at a really interesting place! I'd love to see
it.”

 

“I work with robots mostly, actually. And they're
pretty strict with security,” he replied. It took him a moment to
get my hint. “But.. we could meet on my lunchbreak maybe?” I nodded
gleefully and he smiled a charming smile. Our date was set for the
next day. Before leaving, I could barely help myself and moved
forward for a kiss, but he stepped back shyly and looked down. I
left hurriedly.

 

I ran quickly back to the station, as it had become
quite dark. Lumbering trains buzzed over my head and cars zipped
about on the highways. Along the street I saw a few shops which,
oddly, in their windows had the same sheet of fabric filled with
holes in I had seen at Ben's house. I caught the train, sat down
and noticed a man covertly staring at me. I looked back and he
looked away fast. I had seen him before somewhere and he creeped me
out, a man of around forty with a short beard and piercing eyes, a
grey coat. He was pretending to look out of the train window. Had
he been following me? I hoped I wouldn't see him
again.

 

Mine and Ben's lunch date the next day was idyllic.
Over the next month our relationship flowered. Every time I was not
with him I was wishing I was. We dated often, more than twice a
week. He had some undefinable quality and my feelings met with
every description of romantic love I'd ever read
about.

 

One day on the street something very odd happened. I
noticed the man from the train again, unmistakably. The same grey
coat, the same beard. I stared at him, gawped; he was standing in
plain sight, right in front of me, with a thick clipboard, writing
things down speedily, glancing directly at me intermittently. I
then remembered many, many occasions that I'd seen him before,
following me from college the other week, sitting next to me on the
bus, standing outside my house, on a payphone as I walked by the
river, he had been sitting at the table next to me and Ben at a
restaurant. It all came rushing back to me. How could I have
forgotten? Who was he? The streets were lined with sheets with
holes in.

 

He finally noticed that I was staring directly at
him. His eyes widened with alarm and he muttered “not again!” and
began ruffling in his pockets for something. I bolted, frightened
for my life.

 

I ran down the street, under some archways,
tin-turtles clicking away overhead. How could I forget seeing this
man? I thought back, long and hard, to when I'd first seen him. A
week or so before I'd met Ben. In a brightly lit room. He had been
explaining something to me. He had sneered, made a pass at me, and
he had said it didn't matter because “you won't remember this
anyway.”

 

At the end of the alley suddenly a gate appeared
from nowhere and slammed shut, blocking me in; I spun around and
there he was right behind me.

 

“You are a dirty little trouble maker,” he
hissed.

 

He began mouthing words at me, his mouth opening and
closing but no sound coming out. I was stunned, unable to move. He
was controlling me. The brick walls of the alley started caving in,
then we weren't in the alley at all but in a dark room, a prison
cell. I slumped to the floor. I could barely breath. I felt myself
passing painfully into unconsciousness, but just at the last second
I thought of Ben. Just thinking of him gave me a burst of strength,
and the man's grip loosened. I screamed at the top of my lungs,
startling him, and I lunged at him. Suddenly we were back in the
alley, the gate was gone, I was free once more. He had fallen
backwards, hitting his head, and now he was just a tired old man
lying on the floor groaning in pain. I grabbed his clipboard and
ran.

 

I checked the first page and it said “Marvin Brown,
Hypnotist”. Below that it said “March Dating Centre.” Below that it
said the case number. And it said my name. And it said Ben's
name.

 

I walked across the city to Ben's place. I was too
afraid to take a bus or a train. I tried to clear my head as much
as possible, but it was difficult. The man in the grey coat had
hypnotised me, got inside my head, and if he had the power to make
me forget ever meeting him, to make me imagine things that weren't
there, then how did I know what I saw was even
real?

 

I arrived at Ben's house and the lights were on. I
walked inside and he was sitting there at the table, his face
blank, expecting me. I showed him the clipboard. He looked
sad.

 

“So it's true then?” I asked, my voice thick with
tears. “You went to this dating agency and got them to hypnotise
me? To fall in love with you? That's the 'perfect system' you
talked about?”

 

“Love… ” he said, as if that idea had never even
crossed his mind.

 

But how could I
not have fallen for
him? Every little nuance, every smart thing he said, the way he
made me smile and giggle, his shyness, his handsomeness .. but then
surely all of that was just a product of this hypnosis! Thinking
about it really, how many times had we even met? What did I even
know about him?

 

“You were the one percent.” he said flatly. “They
told me. The one percent who have some immunity to the mind
control.” He sat still, staring at me with his huge brown eyes.
“They've been trying to get it to stick. They told me you attacked
a member of staff.”

 

His being upset infuriated me, as if he was the
victim. I screamed angrily. “What makes you think you can go
messing inside people's heads like that?”

 

“It wasn't me,” he said blankly.

 

“What do you mean it wasn't you? You did this to me,
you and your work!” I cried.

 

“You did it,” he replied, his voice soft and calm.
“You went to the agency.”

 

I remembered now. I had signed up, desperate to feel
love, that I had never felt before. The hypnotist and his team had
attached wires to by ears, eyes, all over my skull, and he had
pried deep inside my mind, making me see things that weren't there.
They had said “she's resisting, turn it up higher” and loud colours
had appeared, reality itself had begun to explode, a million tiny
holes appearing all over the walls, and then I had faded into
sleep. A few nights later I had met Ben.

 

“You.. you're my match,” I stammered. Ben said
nothing. “You had the treatment too?”

 

He shook his head softly, and stood up. “You don't
understand.”

 

“Then tell me!” I implored, slamming my fists on the
table.

 

“Where I work,” he said, “we make matches for
everyone, for anyone.” He stood up. “We ..
make ..
matches.”

 

I blinked, and finally the last illusions from the
hypnotism disappeared. I saw Ben for what he really was. I looked
into those big brown eyes and saw gaping holes. His blank calm face
was a polished metal mask, his body blue and white plastic. He
stood perfectly still, a lifeless mannequin.

 

I ran in terror from the truth, out onto the street,
and saw the city for what it really was, everywhere ads for March
Dating Centre and along walked the population in a trance, smiling,
everyone with a robot on their arm.
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	Hard Walls
and Floors (2011)
On a cold street in England a police detective is trying to
solve a case. Will he manage to before time runs out? Well actually
there is no time limit at all, but even despite that I still don't
think he'll solve it.

A man is dead.

'Hard Walls and Floors' is a short story by German Novelist and
blogger Zack Kaufen (zackkaufen.blogspot.com).
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