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INTRO:

No Turning Back

From The Uncanny Valley
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The uncanny valley is that realm in which machines begin to look and act like humans but don’t quite make it. As robots begin to resemble us, our natural reaction turns from neutrality to revulsion. Machines may have become humanoid, but they are not of our tribe.

An alarm goes off, warning us to beware the impostor.

Oddly enough, while machines increasingly resemble humans, we in turn become more machine-like. Attend a corporate board meeting, and you will hear talk of how the office workers can increase their efficiency and streamline their systems. In factories, humans are often machines that operate other machines. The worker must labor with mechanical speed and precision in order to keep the line moving.

Will humans and machines meet somewhere in the middle?

Machines are evolving, becoming faster, smarter, and even more (seemingly) empathetic. Intelligent machines routinely beat humans at chess. How much longer before they master the slightly-more-nuanced game of human interaction?

After all, what are social interactions but a complex interplay of words, tones, facial expressions, and body language? Imagine a humanoid robot given the goal of “making friends” with a human. After numerous interactions, the robot will learn, let’s say, that a certain word set has a 76% likelihood of eliciting a favorable response from the human. Movement of the zygomaticus muscle, in configuration #12, will increase the percentage to 88.

The robot continues to interact and eventually learns, through trial and error, the correct tone to use at any given time, and the optimal times at which to activate tear ducts and commence crying behavior (beginning with Level I, usually). All in all, this is a process similar to that of a growing child.

When a robot is able to pass the Turing Test and interact with humans on an even level, when it can laugh and cry and place a hand gently upon an arm in seeming sympathy, will these actions be done as emotionlessly as a chess program moving a rook? Or will it, at some point, pass an invisible boundary and transcend its programming in some way? Is artificial intelligence an existential threat? Will thinking machines be our friends, our enemies, or both?

We may not know the answers to these questions for some time, but until then, we can tell stories of brave new worlds with such robots in it.


The Beautiful Machine
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ONE

Colleen was born and raised in a junkyard, but she was happy.

[Hmmmm, no, not quite.]

Colleen was born in a junkyard. You might think this was a horrible thing, but the truth is, she was happy.

[Kind of breaking the fourth wall, but that might not be so bad. Stop analyzing and get it down!]

Colleen was born in a junkyard and raised amidst heaps of tires and scraps of…

TWO

When Parker was a young boy, he often overheard private conversations between his parents, since they just sucked at keeping secrets. He could stand in the next room and, so long as they didn’t see him, they’d speak their minds.

One evening his mom said, “I don’t want him to grow up without a mother.”

“He won’t,” said his dad. “The doctors caught this early, thank God. You’re going to beat it. We’ll beat it together.”

“Henry, I know you mean well but I wish you’d stop saying that. We both know the odds. I’m trying to be practical here. I had myself tested and I’m eligible.”

“You had yourself tested? Without talking to me?”

“It was only a damn test and I didn’t expect anything to come of it. I mean, only one person out of ten qualifies. You have to have all the right genetic markers or something like that.”

“When did you do this?”

“Not long after I got my diagnosis. Just to see. And I want to do this. I’ll use my inheritance.”

“Your inheritance would be better spent on getting you healthy. He needs you, not a damn machine.”

“I’m scared. All I’m asking is to have the recording done, just in case. That’s all I ask. The recording.”

“I don’t know.”

“Please,” said his mother. “Humor me.”

“Damn it, Lilly. You really know how to push my buttons.”

Then his father sighed and said okay and there was the sound of them kissing. Parker didn’t know what they were fighting about, but for some reason his mother always got her way when she said, “Humor me.” Parker imagined it was the talking equivalent of a deadly karate move.

THREE

… and her father was a very kind man. But Colleen had few friends, since the junkyard was so far from town, and besides, everybody’s parents said the place was dangerous, and so wouldn’t let their kids visit Colleen.

[Gotta fix that run on sentence.]

Remember what I said about Colleen being happy? Well, she wasn’t happy all the time, because nobody is. She became lonely, but instead of feeling sorry for herself, she came up with an idea.

[A bit pedantic. Don’t talk down to them. C’mon, get it together, girl!]

She told her father the idea: Popa, she said, I get lonely out here with no friends, so I’ve decided to build myself a friend.

[Okay, this thing needs pictures. Note to self: Give Howdy a call, see if he’d be game for collaboration. Maybe bribe him with banana nut muffins. And ten percent of royalties, ha ha.]

Do you think it can be done? Colleen asked her father.

Oh my sweet, he said, I don’t know. But if anybody can do it, you can.

Colleen threw her arms around her father and …

FOUR

Lilly called Synthetic Technologies while Parker was at school. Henry had taken the day off from work and stood by with crossed arms as she dialed the number on her cell.

“Put it on speakerphone,” he said.

“I’m just making an appointment is all,” she said, but did as he asked.

The phone was answered on the first ring by a cheerful young woman who identified herself as a Synthetic Technologies counselor.

“I might need your services,” said Lilly. “I mean, maybe. I don’t know. I’ve received a diagnosis, and had the test done. I qualify but—”

“We can get you in right away,” the counselor said. “It’s important that we don’t delay.”

Henry said, in a near-shout, “She hasn’t decided anything for sure.”

“Quite understandable,” said the counselor, without losing an iota of cheerfulness. “But if you do decide to use our services, it’s best to perform the recording as soon as possible. While you still feel healthy, before you start to show symptoms.”

“The recording?”

“You will get a lot more detail during the informed consent, but essentially, we’d be downloading your essence into our system, so we want you at your best.”

Henry glared at the phone but said nothing.

“So I need to be healthy for the recording?”

“It’s best that way. Not so much for the physical process, but for the psychological recording. You wouldn’t want your Synthetic self to display signs of sickness. We want to record you at your peak, so we can get the optimal Synthetic version of you.”

“But it’s not a sure thing. I could survive this. I mean, it’s not likely, but it could happen.”

“Obviously, I don’t know the details of your diagnosis, but in any case, the recording is a mere backup plan. Insurance against the worst. Think of it as some extra peace of mind. I’m guessing that’s your husband in the background?”

“Yes.”

“Can the two of you come in first thing tomorrow morning?”

“Both of us?”

“There are legal issues involved, but we’ll cover all that when you get here. I’ll put you down for eight.”

Somewhere along the line, the counselor had gone from cheerful to businesslike to pushy. As soon as Lilly said eight o’clock would be fine, the counselor thanked her and cut the connection.

“I don’t like this one bit,” said Henry.

“And you think I do?”

She looked at him with fury, but that quickly gave way to tears. He took her in his arms and let her weep, saying, “I don’t know what to say here.”

“Don’t say a thing. Just be here, Henry. Just be here.”

FIVE

… and she spent weeks building it. Fortunately, since her father owned the junkyard, she had plenty of material to work with. Sometimes she got so busy building her new friend that she forgot to stop and eat, so her father had to go looking for her.

You need to take care of yourself, he told her. You need to eat and get enough sleep.

But Papa, there is so much to do. I want for my friend to be able to walk and talk and laugh. Building her is much harder than I thought it would be.

Most things are, chuckled her father.

As winter approached, her father set up a room where she could keep working. Sometimes she let him help, but most of the time she wanted to do everything herself.

One day…

SIX

Synthetic Technologies occupied four entire floors of a building on South Wacker, in the Chicago Loop. Henry and Lilly arrived a few minutes early and had to pass through a battery of security screens even before reaching the elevators. They went through another round on the twenty-fifth floor. Eventually, they were ushered into a large office.

Moments later a woman strode in and shut the door behind herself. She was reading Lilly’s file, which she tossed on the desk before turning to the couple.

“Lida Salazar,” she said, extending her hand. “And yes, I’m that Lida Salazar.”

She shook hands with Lilly, but Henry sat like a block of stone, ignoring the outstretched hand. Lida smiled pleasantly enough, lowered her hand, and sat behind the desk.

Lilly recoiled from her husband.

“Henry! What—”

He said, “I’m supposed to shake hands with a machine?”

Lida Salazar said, “I see my reputation precedes me.”

“Pretty hard to miss, with it being splashed all over the news these past weeks. You off yourself, so they make a Synthetic version of you for some reason.”

Lilly said, “Henry, please don’t do this. Not now.”

“It seems to me,” he said, “that if the original was crazy enough to commit suicide, wouldn’t the duplicate also be unstable?”

“Henry—”

“I’m sorry, sweetie, but I have to say it. And I have to say that I am not comfortable having this machine, this thing—”

“Henry!”

“This thing doing things to you. Making you into one of its robots.”

A heavy silence fell but Lida Salazar smiled pleasantly at the couple. After several long seconds, she said, “Ms. Lo-Hollister—”

“Lilly.”

“Lilly. Please stop elbowing your husband. He obviously loves you very much and has every right to be upset. And Henry? Thank you for being honest and forthright with me. I know this must be hard on you. I know you’re scared and angry.”

Lilly said, “You must’ve been at a very low point yourself, Ms. Salazar. I mean, before you, you know, killed yourself.”

“What? Oh, no, quite the contrary. The reality was quite different from the news. Then again, the media rarely gets things right. Do they?”

“Not often,” grumbled Henry.

“My original wasn’t depressed or unstable or crazy. She had her own valid reasons for what she did.”

“Your original?” said Lilly.

“The person on whom I’m based. You see, I’m an Open Synthetic. Out in the open, no secret. For all practical and legal purposes, I am now Lida Salazar, founder of Synthetic Technologies.”

“So just why did you kill yourself?” Henry asked.

“Ah, that is a discussion for another time, and you aren’t here to talk about me. This meeting is about your lovely wife, is it not?”

“Yeah.”

Lilly said, “Do you oversee every personally?”

Lida Salazar laughed.

“Oh, hardly. My time is immensely valuable and I’m terribly busy as it is. But this time I was intrigued.”

Henry glared and said, “Why?”

“Why? Well, because it involves your beautiful and talented wife, of course.” Lida Salazar turned from Henry and said, “Ms. Lo-Hollister. Lilly. It is truly an honor to meet you in person.”

“What?”

“Oh come on, don’t give me that innocent ‘little ‘ole me’ bit. You are Lilly Lo-Hollister, author of the Colleen books, right? Colleen and all her fantabulous machines?”

“I am, but—”

“I love those books! I know they’re meant for young readers, but still!”

“Oh, I have a few adult fans here and there,” said Lilly, and grabbed Henry’s cold, sweaty hand.

“I’m sure you can understand why they would have special appeal for me.”

“Because Colleen builds thinking machines, against all odds?”

“Exactly. Just as I have. Like Colleen, I managed to make absurd connections that, for lack of a better word, miraculously resulted in machine consciousness.”

Lilly blushed and looked away, a gesture that first endeared Henry to her. This time, though, it sent a wave of anger through him.

“Mr. Hollister,” said Lida Salazar. “You don’t like me.”

“No,” he said.

“That’s okay. I find your honesty refreshing. Now then, let’s get down to business and talk about the legal issues involved…”

SEVEN

… and the machine stood!

It was so tall its head almost touched the ceiling.

It’s working, papa! said Colleen.

The machine turned its metal head toward its maker. The mechanical mouth moved but Colleen could not tell if it was trying to smile or talk or what. It looked just a little bit scary.

Papa?

Stay calm, my sweet. It is looking upon the world for the first time.

The machine took a step and began to sway. Its eyes darted around the room and landed on Colleen. It took another step, only to start falling.

Colleen’s father pushed her out of the way just in time, for the big machine went crashing to the floor. It tried to get back up but its body wasn’t working right. Colleen could hear one of the motors inside its chest straining.

Then one of its arms fell off.

[Okay, that might be a touch dark. Then again, so was the original Rumplestiltskin. So maybe have the thing’s head fall off, instead. No, too far, Lilly, too far. Time for another cup of coffee.]

EIGHT

“The advent of Synthetics has opened a massive legal can of worms.”

Lida Salazar spoke from behind her desk like a teacher giving a lecture. Henry Hollister had one arm wrapped protectively around his wife but glared at Lida.

“I keep a battalion of top-notch lawyers on the payroll to handle most problems, but there is one crucial issue you need to be aware of up front. Prepare yourselves, because you’re not going to like it.”

“I haven’t liked any of this so far,” said Henry, and Lilly kicked him.

“It’s a property concern,” said Lida Salazar. “A Synthetic is technically a machine. With the sole exception of yours truly, all Synthetics are legally considered incapable of being responsible for their own actions. Therefore, Lilly’s Synthetic self would be your property, Henry.”

Lilly broke away from her husband and shot to her feet. Now she also glared at Lida.

“What?”

“I’m sorry, that’s the law.”

“I feel like women’s rights were just set back two-hundred years.”

For the first time since their arrival, Henry smiled. He got to his feet and took Lilly’s hand. He tried to pull her toward the exit, but she stood didn’t budge.

“Honey, we can step back out that door any time you want.”

“Relax, the both of you,” said Lida. “If it was the other way around and Henry was undergoing the procedure, you’d be the owner, Lilly.”

“The owner,” sneered Henry. “Just listen to this garbage.”

“There is only one Synthetic in the world with full autonomous rights and citizenship and you’re looking at her.”

“How the hell can you be a citizen?” Henry snapped. “You’re a machine. You have about the same feelings as my damn cell phone. And all this nonsense about you loving my wife’s books? That’s just your program talking.”

“That’s harsh, dear.”

“But it’s true, and it’s not like I’m about to hurt its feelings.”

Lida Salazar smiled indulgently.

“Henry. May I call you Henry? Please answer me this: what do feelings have to do with anything? To be a good citizen you must obey the law. Pay your taxes, don’t kill anybody, don’t steal, don’t litter. The law doesn’t care how you feel or don’t feel about these things. All that matters is that you comply. Is that a valid assessment?”

“Whatever.”

“I’m sorry,” said Lilly. “I guess this is stressing us both out more than we thought. Henry is usually slightly less obnoxious.”

“There is no need for apologies and Henry’s feelings are perfectly justified. He’s protective of you, Lilly. It’s clear that he loves you more than life itself.”

“I know, I know!”

“But if we are to follow through with the next steps, both of you have to be on board, so I must ask: Are you in, or are we just wasting time?”

Henry said, “If Lilly really wants to do this, then count me in. I guess.”

“Fair enough,” said Lida. “Any more questions before we go on?”

“I hate to say it, but, well, what my husband asked earlier.”

Lida smiled at her. It seemed genuine. Her eyes smiled along with her mouth. How could this person be a Synthetic? Lilly didn’t think she had ever met a Synthetic before, but then again maybe she had without realizing it.

“You want to know why my original committed suicide. Is that it?”

“Yes.”

Now she came around the desk and took Lilly’s hand in both of hers. The Synthetic’s hands felt warm and very human.

“Another time, Lilly. Right now, the two of you have a long day ahead of you. A counselor will run you through an informed consent and, if you don’t decide to back out, we will perform the recording.”

“Will that hurt?” Lilly asked.

“All your questions will be thoroughly answered by my team of trained counselors and technicians. We will talk again, Lilly, I promise you. Now, until then, I have work to do.”

With that, she gave Lilly’s hand a gentle squeeze and herded them couple out of her office.

Back in the waiting room, Henry said, “One in ten.”

“What was that?”

“You said that only one person in ten could be made into a Synthetic. It seems funny that the founder just happens to be one.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying there is something seriously off about her. I don’t trust that mechanical bitch.”

NINE

… but now the machine was completely still. Colleen cried. When her father put his arms around her, she cried harder.

Oh, my sweet, I know this hurts.

I failed, papa.

Did you learn anything?

I learned lots of things, papa.

And have you given up?

No, papa. I haven’t given up.

Then you have not failed, my sweet.

Colleen kissed her father’s rugged cheek and went back to work on the machine. It was in ruins, but…

TEN

Just as the Synthetic named Lida Salazar had warned, it turned into a long day. Henry and Lilly were brought in to see an “initiation counselor,” a woman who exuded a strange mix of perkiness and sympathy that set Henry’s nerves on edge.

“We at Synthetic Technologies wish you all the best, Ms. Lo-Hollister,” she said. “Truly, we hope you beat this illness. We hope that both of you get to live happily ever after.”

She kept her eyes mostly on Henry, the obvious hard-sell customer here. Well, he couldn’t help but be reluctant. Lilly had just been diagnosed and had yet to show even faint symptoms. She still seemed perfectly healthy, her hand was warm in his, and damned if he was ready to talk about her impending death.

Nevertheless, the counselor pushed on: “But in the sad event that things do not work out, there is a big decision the two of you must make together. That is, whether Lilly’s Synthetic self will be open or closed. By that, I mean will it be made public knowledge or will you attempt to move on with your lives as if the tragedy of her death never occurred. “

“Closed,” said Lilly, without the slightest hesitation. “I don’t want anyone to know.”

“That is always tricky,” said the counselor. “Especially with a public figure such as yourself. There are legal issues to consider. Certain people will have to, by law, be informed. Family members.”

“My parents have passed on,” said Lilly. “Henry and Parker are my only family. I don’t want for Parker to know. Not right away, at least. Can we do that?”

“As I said, it is tricky. But it can be done. Your death—”

Henry flinched at those words. The counselor caught it and stopped herself momentarily.

“Officially, it will have happened. But we have lawyers here at Syn-Tech. Good, powerful lawyers. We call them our miracle workers. We can limit exposure to the media.”

“What about my funeral?”

Henry cringed again. He really wanted to punch somebody.

“If that seems inevitable, then you will be removed from the hospital and placed under medical care in your home, by our own staff of physicians, so that we can keep the number of people involved to a minimum. Every health care effort will still be made, of course. But in the sad event of your passing, the funeral will be a private affair and your remains cremated. Do you have any objection to cremation?”

“No.”

“There are no guarantees in this. Knowledge does have a way of leaking, but we will do our best to contain it. So your family can continue on as before.”

“Yeah,” said Henry. “Right. Just as if nothing ever happened. Excuse me, I need a break from this insanity.”

ELEVEN

… and this time she worked much faster than before because, like she had told her father, she had learned a lot. Now it felt like her hands knew what had to be done before she did.

A few times she even worked all night. Her father brought food to her but did not lecture her about eating. He looked on in awe as the machine came together again.

One morning she told her father she was done.

But I’m afraid to turn it on, Papa. What if it falls apart again? What if it dies again?

I know you’re scared, my sweet, but you have come a long ways.

And so she turned the machine on once again.

Once again, it rose to its feet.

This time it stood strong and sure. The sides of its mouth rose in a smile as it looked upon Colleen and her father.

A small motor in its throat whirred, and a moment later it spoke: What will you have me do?

Colleen clapped her hands and cheered, but her father only shook his head. She was too excited to notice, and …

TWELVE

Henry found himself cringing all through the informed consent process. It went on for hours and he couldn’t help but think their time would be better spent in a doctor’s office learning about the best treatment options for Lilly, before she started showing symptoms.

Instead, the counselors at Synthetic Technologies spoke of Lilly’s death as if it were a done deal. Several times he felt ready to explode but Lilly had taken his hand and given him a look that said, do this for me. Another time, ever-so-quietly, she whispered, “Humor me.” 

So he settled back and sat through the endless parade of counselors and he signed all the forms because, really, he was willing to endure anything for his sweet Lilly.

THIRTEEN

… and she asked: Why, papa, why are you so upset? The machine lives! It walks and talks and can even carry me on its back. It does everything I tell it to!

[Hmmm, she’s calling the machine “it” instead of “she.”]

Why, my sweet, why did you build this machine?

Because I wanted a friend.

And does the machine do what it wants?

No, papa, it… Papa, it obeys me.

Oh my sweet, sweet girl. That is not a friend. That is a slave.

Colleen looked at the machine, standing…

FOURTEEN

He had been crazy about her from the beginning.

On the day they met, he had been stood up for a blind date at a restaurant in the Loop. He wandered over to the bookstore across the street. The employees were setting up a table for Lilly’s first book signing. He had never heard of her before, but the moment he spotted Lilly, his heart just sort of stopped. The young author positively exuded energy. Her smile was as bright as sunrise. And she possessed an enticing mixture of innocence and sexiness.

A bookstore employee strung up a banner that read, MEET LILLY LO, and Henry decided that was a splendid idea. He bought a copy of Lilly’s book, Colleen and Her Fantabulous Machines, with wild illustrations by someone named Howdy Western. It wasn’t exactly a book for adults, but Henry figured he’d tell the author the book was for his niece.

While waiting for the book signing to begin, he found a comfy chair and began to read. Before long, a line formed in front of the table, mostly teenage girls and their parents. Henry hardly noticed as he fell into Colleen’s absurd yet somehow believable adventures, and the machines she created along the way. He could not put it down and when he reached the end he wanted to read more.

He got in line and when it was his turn all thought of pretending the book was for somebody else had vanished. A static charge passed between them when he handed her the book. It was a moment they would often talked about in the coming years.

“It’s for me,” he said. “Please make it out to Henry.”

She signed the title page with a flourish while Henry stood by trying to figure out something to say. It was so obvious that he was trying to work up the nerve to ask her out that she finally took mercy on him and jotted her phone number next to the autograph.

And now, seven years later, he was holding her hand while perky young women discussed the eventuality of her death and how her Synthetic replica would be just like her in every respect.

As if some damn machine could ever replace the woman he loved. But still, he sat and listened and signed, because she had asked him to, and had used the magic words that always broke his resolve: “Humor me.”

FIFTEEN

After an eternity of presentations and paperwork, it came time for the recording. They had a fancier name for it, of course, but neither Lilly nor Henry cared to remember what it was. Lilly’s earlier question had been answered: The recording could, indeed, involve pain. Among many other things.

“I’ll do it,” she said, “but only if my husband can be in the room.”

The counselors and technicians conferred for a long time. It was protocol that only Synthetic Technologies personnel be in the recording room during the procedure. After nearly an hour, word came down from Lida Salazar herself to go ahead and proceed with Henry in the room, on the stipulation that he stay out of the way at all times.

The techs put Lilly in what they called “the cocoon.” From the outside, it looked far too much like a coffin for Henry’s tastes, but Lilly called out to him that it was actually quite comfortable.

They hooked her up head to toe with electrodes while Henry stood by fidgeting in a corner. They gave her medicine to stimulate memory and later bombarded her with questions about her past, her opinions, and her feelings. They electrically stimulated her brain so that she laughed and cried and sometimes screamed. When Henry stepped forward to intervene, two burly security guards pulled him away and a counselor assured him that his wife was safe and the procedure was running just as it should.

As she spoke those words, Lilly moaned in pleasure within the cocoon. The techs looked on impassively as her body moved rhythmically.

“This is all quite normal,” said the counselor, a tiny woman named Amy. “And look, the director herself is here. Your wife is in the best of hands.”

It was true: Lida Salazar had just stepped in. She cast a dead look at Henry and, in that moment, all doubt about what she was disappeared. She was no human. The moment passed, though. Life returned to Lida’s face as she looked upon Lilly, snug within the cocoon. She made some adjustments on the machinery.

“Please,” said the counselor. “Let them work.”

Now his wife was obviously undergoing an extended series of orgasms while technicians stood calibrated the machines. Lisa Salazar took Lilly’s hand in her own. One of the guards cast a look at Lilly writhing in the cocoon and his eyes gleamed.

Henry’s body clenched like a fist and adrenaline burned in his mouth. Both guards were built like linebackers but Henry saw himself shoving past them to extricate Lilly from the cocoon. It took all his willpower to hold himself back.

“How much longer?” Henry growled.

“Please. Just be patient. It takes the time it takes.”

Later, when they finally got home, Lilly kissed him and fell right in bed.

“I feel like I could sleep for a week,” she said.

Her eyes closed and she was out cold.

Henry put Parker to bed a short time later, telling him, “Your mom is really tired tonight, but promises to kiss you goodnight tomorrow.”

He came back to his own bedroom, crawled under the covers, and held Lilly for a long time. Some hours later, just as he began to doze, Lilly moaned with pleasure, very much as she had in the cocoon. Watching her writhe and moan in front of the Synthetic Technologies staff had been a humiliating experience. It was also more arousing than he wanted to admit and he hated himself for feeling that way.

Now she was obviously having a very pleasant dream in the privacy of their home. Henry kissed the back of her neck and worked his way up to her ear.

His wife giggled and whispered: “Oh, that feels wonderful, Lida!”

SIXTEEN

… perfectly still, waiting for her to tell it what to do. Then something horrible occurred to her: She had not even given the machine a name!

What will you have me do? the machine asked.

Colleen opened her mouth to answer but all that would come out was a sob. Then she ran…

SEVENTEEN

After their long day at Synthetic Technologies, Henry was pleasantly surprised when Lilly cheerfully agreed to consider every treatment option the doctors suggested. Usually she vehemently avoided doctors and all things medical, but now went along with every test and procedure, giving nary a fight.

Henry was afraid to touch his wife in bed, lest she moan Lida’s name again. He thought about talking to her about it, but was pretty sure she didn’t remember, and there was no sense making her life more difficult than it already was. He pushed past his fear and was rewarded handsomely: They made love every night for almost two weeks.

For a short time, their lives were normal, but with a few extra doctor appointments thrown into the mix. Henry went to work. Lilly kept writing the Colleen books. Parker attended school and took up the violin.

When Parker asked why his mom was going to so many doctors, Henry sat him down and explained that she was sick but they were going to make her better. Parker said she didn’t act like she was sick, and Henry said that sometimes illness had a way of hiding, and that was the best time to go after it. Parker agreed and, soon after, took to checking his mother’s condition with his toy stethoscope. He would do this with a serious, businesslike expression on his face, and make comments like, “The patient appears stable,” or “Patient not showing any signs of sickness at this time.”

For a long time, Parker was right: Lilly was asymptomatic. Then one night she went to bed early, feeling exhausted and a bit confused. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she told Henry.

But when she could not get out of bed the next morning, it was like a war had begun. Her condition would improve sometimes but that would be followed by a decline. She went into the hospital and the struggle went on for months. Henry found himself thinking of it as a war of attrition, in which an invisible enemy kept stealing small bits of his wife. Nonetheless, he kept up a brave front and brought Parker to visit her in hospital. By this time, Parker had a complete set of plastic medical supplies, which he always brought along so he could “help the doctors if they need it.”

When multiple treatments failed and she went into a steep decline, they moved her home, just as the Synthetic Technologies counselors talked about. Henry turned the guest bedroom into a sickroom, and the Syn-Tech personnel crammed it full of equipment. Henry still put on a brave face and talked about recovery but, to his horror, feared he was starting to just go through the motions.

Lilly looked at him from deep-set eyes when she said, “I want them to record me again.”

Henry had just put Parker to bed and was sitting by Lilly’s bed. A nurse from Synthetic Technologies was standing by to watch her overnight.

“Did you hear me?” Lilly said. “I said I want them to record me again.”

“Why would you want that? You remember how much it took out of you the first time, and you were still healthy. Besides, don’t you remember what they said? It’s best to do  at your peak.”

“I know all that. I don’t want a full recording. I just want them to get some stuff I got inside right now. Stuff I’ve been thinking, stuff I’ve been feeling. Stuff a person only thinks about at a time like this. Can you understand that?”

“I know you feel like hell, but you can’t let yourself despair.”

“This isn’t despair! That’s just it. I have more love inside me now that I’m dying than I could ever muster otherwise. I don’t want these feelings to be lost. I want them to live on, in some way or another. Please, please don’t fight me. What I’m feeling right now? What I have inside? It’s my legacy, Henry. To you. To Parker. To my readers. Please let me leave it behind. Let me give it away. Please.”

He wept with her for a long time.

“Okay, my love. But first you have to say the magic words.”

She had wasted away to a skeleton and yet her smile beamed forth like the rising sun as she rasped, “Humor me.”

EIGHTEEN

… and her father held Colleen for a long time, telling her he knew she meant well. And after she cried a long time, she dried her tears and said, I will work on the machine some more, so that it can do what it wants to do, and not just what I tell it to do.

Her father smiled and kissed her forehead and said, I never doubted you for a second, my sweet.

Colleen set right to work, but giving the machine free will was a much more complicated thing than she thought it would be. Still, she worked hard and …

NINETEEN

A full medical crew transported Lilly to Syn-Tech for the new recording early the next morning. One of the technicians informed Henry that the procedure would go best if he were not present. He went anyway but never made it to the first elevators before a squad of guards blocked his way and removed him from the premises.

“You’re not needed here,” said the guard who had watched his wife with such interest.

Henry went to work but was a wreck and couldn’t concentrate for anything.

Lida Salazar showed up at his office in the afternoon to deliver the bad news in person: Lilly had insisted on undergoing the new recording against the advisement of the Synthetic Technologies medical staff. The added stress of the procedure was simply too much for her and she passed away shortly afterward.

Henry slammed his office door and whirled on her.

“You should have fucking refused to do it. If you weren’t a woman I’d fucking deck you.”

“I’m not a woman, Henry. I’m a Synthetic. So go right ahead.”

Henry raised his fist and came damn close to hitting her, but what was the use? Lilly was dead and no amount of violence was going to change that. In that moment he didn’t know how to feel except exhausted. Months of putting on a happy face for Lilly and for all the world suddenly caught up to him and he collapse into a chair. After a moment the tears came and he wept for a long time. Lida Salazar started to approach him at one point but he glared and she backed off.

“I don’t know how much longer I could’ve gone on. Watching her waste away like that. I may be a horrible bastard but damn if part of me isn’t relieved. Watching her suffer like that? It was hell.”

“It’s only natural for you to feel—”

“Don’t talk to me about what’s natural. Tell me what the hell I’m supposed to do now.”

“You dry your damn tears,” said Lida Salazar. “You go home and put on a happy face for your little boy. You kiss your lovely wife hello. Your lovely, healthy, and very much alive wife.”

“The Synthetic. The robot. The machine. The—”

“You will do what you signed up for, sir. I looked in when you were signing the papers. I could tell you were going through the motions to get the whole thing over with. You wanted to humor your wife and move on. I saw what was happening. But you signed the papers and you agreed to this whole process and now you’ve got what you agreed to. It doesn’t matter what you felt when you signed the papers. What counts is that you signed them.”

“Spoken like a true machine.”

“Maybe so, but you’re married to a machine now. So suck it up, mister. Kiss her and call her sweetheart and do all the things you’ve ever wanted to do and before long everything will be strangely normal. I know you can’t believe that right now, but it will happen.”

“What about a funeral?”

“A brief ceremony has been arranged, just for you. Should take about twenty minutes.”

If it wasn’t for Parker, he might never have gone home. But the thought of leaving his son in the care of a machine was abhorrent.

Besides, he was legally responsible for whatever the damn machine decided to do.

TWENTY

… and before long Machine even started going to school with Colleen. But the principal said Machine had to stay home because the children, and some of the teachers, were afraid of it.

[So I guess she’s just calling it “Machine.” Hmmm, maybe my main character has a bit of a cold streak in her.]

Colleen tried to explain this to Machine but it couldn’t understand. It said, I don’t want to scare anybody. I just want to go to school and make friends. I want to play with the other kids.

[Maybe Machine is nicer than her human maker. Interesting!]

But you’re not a kid, Colleen said. You’re a machine. You’re made of metal and rubber. You’re bigger than any of the adults.

[Yeah, Colleen is a bit of a bitch. Or maybe just honest. A fine line, sometimes.]

When Colleen told Machine this, a motor whirred inside its head. This was a motor that ran only when Machine was sad.

[Well, fuck me sideways, the machine is turning into more of a sympathetic character than the human. Don’t quit your day job, girl, because this thing is going nowhere.]

It looked at her and said…

TWENTY-ONE

Parker dreaded going home. He hardly recognized the gaunt, pale woman in the guest room as his mother any more. What was worse, though, his father had stopped talking about her getting well again.

He tried to tell his dad that mom needed to go back to the hospital, but he wouldn’t listen. There were always doctors and nurses around, but they were unfriendly and even scared Parker a little bit.

Then one day everything changed.

“Get your medical kit,” his dad told him as soon as he stepped in the door. “Your mother needs you.”

Parker had stopped using the medical kit. He was seven now, old enough to know that it was just a stupid box of toys and nothing more. And yet, his dad seemed serious. He ran, crying, for his kit.

“Parker,” his dad said, “Parker, it’s okay, I didn’t mean to—”

“What does she need?” Parker demanded.

His dad shut up. He pointed to the little, plastic hypodermic needle and said, “She needs a shot, Parker. Can you do that?”

“I think so.”

He went to the guest room. His mother was there, under a mound of blankets. The doctors and nurses were all gone, as were the machines that had inhabited the sick room for so long.

She’s already dead!

Parker wanted to cry, but his mother needed him. He had very important work to do. He pulled the hypodermic needle from the kit and pulled his mother’s arm out from beneath the blankets.

It’s just a toy. It can’t help!

But she needs me! The doctors are all gone. Only I can save her!

He pressed the needle to her arm and pushed the plunger. For a second, nothing happened and he was sure he’d failed her. He let his mom die!

But then she groaned, as if coming out of a deep sleep. His heart pounded.

“Mom?”

When she pushed away the blankets and turned toward him, it was his mother who looked at him. The mother he had known before the sickness, not the thin, pale woman she had become. She looked healthy and beautiful again.

It worked! It really worked!

He threw his arms around his mother and wept. He felt his father’s hand come to rest on his back.

“Good job, son. Good job.”

Even though he couldn’t stop crying, it was the happiest moment of his life.

TWENTY-TWO

… Machine looked nothing like the people around it, yet still it saw itself as one of them. It ate, and it drank water, even though it didn’t need to. It didn’t need to sleep, and yet it laid down at night, at least until Colleen and her father fell asleep.

[Maybe I should give Colleen’s father a name, instead of wrapping the entirety of the man’s identity in his daughter.]

During the nights, Machine read books and went for walks. But one night, there was a thunderstorm and the electricity went out, so Machine was not able to recharge its batteries. For the first time, it felt tired.

It laid down and actually felt sleepy! This was a new feeling and Machine actually felt afraid, which was also a new feeling. But only for a short time. Before long, it began to enjoy feeling sleepy.

[This all sucks. Face it, girl, writing is not your thing. Time to shred this shit and get a real job. Oaky, give it one more page and see how it goes.]

Then it fell fast asleep.

Before long, the machine began to dream.

TWENTY-THREE

Henry looked at the synthetic version of his wife in their bed and hated himself for the lust he felt. She smiled at him.

“I was sick for a long time,” she said. “We haven’t been able to make love for months. Come to bed.”

“I’m sleeping on the couch.”

He turned to go, but she grabbed his hand and pulled him back.

“No. You take the bed. I need to stay up and write anyway. Got a deadline looming.”

“You’re still going to write the Colleen books?”

She didn’t answer but went right to her den on the other side of the hallway. She stepped inside and Henry found himself staring at the door for a long time.

He went to bed. He woke somewhere around three, alone in bed. He went across the hall, tapped lightly on the door, and stepped inside Lilly’s den. She was scribbling away in her notebook and looked up with a big smile.

“You’re really writing.”

“It’s what I do.”

“Can I see?”

“Okay, but it’s still rough.”

The draft was indeed still rough but the story was every bit as engaging as any of the previous Colleen books. This one took a slightly darker turn when Colleen became temporarily paralyzed from an accident. Her machines built a contraption that carried her from place to place and helped her recover. It was a story of friendship and loyalty between humans and machines. Henry became immersed with Colleen’s adventures just as he had on that long-ago day of the book signing.

“I don’t understand,” he said, when he came to the end of the pages. “I don’t get it. How is this possible?”

“How is what possible?”

“This. You’re a machine. How can you make me feel things that you yourself can’t feel?”

“But I do feel, Henry.”

“No. You can’t have emotions. It isn’t possible.”

She reached for him but he pulled back.

“Henry, please. Touch me. That’s all I ask. Just a touch. Humor me.”

“That’s a cheap shot.”

“Then do it for our son.”

“My son. He’s my son.”

“So be it, Henry. Do it for Parker. Give him the gift of a normal family, even if it is just a front. Besides, you didn’t seem to mind kissing me.”

She held out her hand. Henry stared at it a long time. He didn’t want anything to do with this machine. It was a constant reminder of what he had lost. But she was right: Parker deserved a real family.

He set down the notebook and took her hand in his. Something inside gave way and he broke down weeping.

“I loved her so much.”

“Henry—”

“You feel too real. You have a pulse. That doesn’t even make sense. Do you feel pain?”

“Do you want me to feel pain, Henry?”

He had an impulse to squeeze her tiny hand in his big one, to make her cry out. The feeling passed quickly, leaving behind a knot of shame within his gut.

“Henry, come here, please.”

“No.”

She held her arms wide. She looked both very strong and very vulnerable. She also looked sexy as hell and he hated himself for feeling that way.

Maybe it was loneliness and maybe it was a craving for touch, but whatever it was, he wrapped his arms around her. She was warm and her skin felt smooth and wonderful beneath her nightgown. They kissed and it felt as natural and wonderful as ever, even as he remembered going to her funeral service. His wife was dead, and yet here she was in his arms. He felt an artificial heart beating.

Lilly broke the kiss and whispered in his ear.

“When I write, I forget that I’m a machine.”

“But—”

She shushed him with another kiss.

“Now, shall we go to bed and make love like a normal couple?”

“Why would you want to make love?”

“If we make love, I can forget again. And maybe, just maybe, I can make you forget, as well.”

TWENTY-FOUR

Life went back to normal.

Parker’s grades had been lagging but started to improve and before long he was getting straight A’s. One day he asked if he could have a baby brother, or even a sister would do, but his mother said no, sorry, her sickness made it so she couldn’t have any more kids. Parker said that was okay, he didn’t mind.

Besides, it was kind of nice having his parents all to himself. They did a lot together: played Crazy Eights at the supper table, went to the Lincoln Park Zoo, and hit a lot of museums.

When Parker was eight, something bad happened at the Art Institute. He fell, or had some sort of seizure, or both. He didn’t know quite what it was, but he was very aware of his mother pushing his father aside and scooping him up in her arms. She ran with him through the museum and outside.

Parker was bleeding and his body wasn’t working right, but somehow that hardly mattered. What he was most aware of was how fast his mother was running.

So fast!

She leapt over a car and landed so easily and gracefully that Parker hardly even felt it. She kept going, never slowing, and when she whispered, “Everything’s going to be okay,” she sounded not the least out of breath.

TWENTY-FIVE

“We have to tell him,” said Henry one night.

They were snuggled together in bed, a happy couple like so many others.

“Not yet,” said Lilly.

“He’s smart. He’ll figure it out on his own,” said Henry. “And then he’ll feel betrayed.”

“We can keep him from figuring it out.”

Henry kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. It was surprising, really, how easy it was to forget this wasn’t the beautiful, wonderful, and amazing woman he fell in love with and married.

“Hmmm. I don’t think so. There are just too many variables, too many little things he could pick up on. Or he could come across it online. I mean, officially, you did die. It’s a matter of public record, even if we did hush it up pretty well.”

“Henry, there is another way.”

He found himself pulling away from her, almost involuntarily. The memory of seeing Lilly, the original Lilly, in the cocoon flashed across his mind. He tried to speak but couldn’t.

“Just for a little while,” she said. “Just—”

“Don’t!” he said. “Please don’t tell me to humor you. Not this time. This isn’t a joke.”

“I know that. But let’s hold off awhile before telling him.”

She drew him back to her and he felt her breath on his neck, the quick little bird in her chest, and the warmth of her body. He closed his eyes and willed himself to forget what she really was. It was becoming easier and easier to do so, and he honestly didn’t know how he felt about that.

“I won’t ask you to humor me. Just trust me. I contain the memories and feelings and wishes of your wife. In light of that, can you trust me?”

“Yes,” he said, after a long time in her arms. “Yes, I can trust you.”

TWENTY-SIX

Henry awoke early and slipped out of bed without waking Lilly. Actually, he never could quite figure out if she was really sleeping or just performing the normal behavior of his wife. This morning, it really didn’t matter.

He kissed her gently on the forehead and slipped out of the bedroom. He brewed a cup of coffee and sat at the table. Sunshine streamed in the kitchen window and the forecast promised a beautiful day.

Henry switched on his computer and read the big news headline. For a moment he just stared at the screen, almost dropping his cup of coffee into his lap.

SYNTHETIC TECHNOLOGIES DESTROYED, the headline read. And, below that: FOUNDER LIDA SALAZAR MISSING.

That mechanical bitch just can’t stay out of the news.

TWENTY-SEVEN

Soon after the strange incident at the Art Institute,  Parker developed an interest in artificial intelligence. He didn’t know where this came from but it soon grew to an obsession.

Life went on. From time to time over the years, it occurred to Parker that something was different about his family. Something that was never talked about and always just out of reach. He would ponder it awhile but before long the notion would always slip away.

It wasn’t until he was set to go off to college that his parents sat him down in the family recreation room and laid out the truth.

“We meant to tell you a long time ago,” said his father.

“Tell me what?”

“But there was just never a good time. At first, we thought we’d break it to you after a year, but then things came up. Then other things came up. You know how it goes.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Truth is, Parker, I just didn’t have the courage to tell you. You deserved to know, but I didn’t have the guts. Now you are of legal age so I have to tell you. I mean, by law you have the right to know.”

His parents were looking everywhere but at him: the TV, the ping-pong table, and the paintings of The Fantabulous Machines that adorned every wall. He thought they had been acting strange the last couple days, but had way too much else on his mind to give it much thought.

“It was my decision so I should have been the one to tell him,” said his mother. “So I’ll do it now. Remember when you were six and I was sick?”

Parker nodded. The memory was vague but a sense of dread crept up his spine.

“Well, I died. Or rather, the person you knew as your mother died. She had a Synthetic made and, well, here I am. I’m the Synthetic.”  

Of course they had to be playing a prank. He was heading off to Salazar University to study synthetic engineering, so this was their idea of an appropriate prank. They had to remind him that his folks could still pull one over on him. That had to be it, because he would certainly have figured it out if his mother were a Synthetic.

“I hate to break it to you, but this isn’t funny.”

“We’re not trying to be funny,” said his dad. “Certainly you must have picked up clues here and there. I mean you’ve been studying this stuff most of your life. Obsessed, even. I always figured that on some level you must have known and that was why you chose to go in the field you did. You knew all along what your mother was.”

“You’re lying. The Synthetic technology was destroyed. Everybody knows that.”

It was a favorite topic of conversation in the AI community: Where would the world be now if the founder of Synthetic Technologies hadn’t gone bat shit crazy and wiped the company files? The AI field had been set back decades and no Synthetic had been built since.

“I was created before the Great Setback. I was one of the last. Look here.”

With that, the mother he knew and loved for most of his life gently removed her face and ripped the world out from under his feet.

TWENTY-EIGHT

… but Machine didn’t know it was dreaming. It believed that all the strange things it saw were real. Dreams are strange things, after all. No matter what crazy things happen, we never stop to question them.

In Machine’s dream, it was a tiny person surrounded by giant, metal robots. Its body was soft and weak, and had always been this way. It grew sad and salty water fell from its eyes. It remembered having a friend. It struggled to remember the name of its friend and eventually succeed: Colleen1 Its friend’s name was Colleen. It called out for Colleen but…

TWENTY-NINE

Looking back on his childhood, Parker had to admit there were clues all along, little things that made sense in retrospect. Now he sat with his parents in the recreation room like so many times before, but everything was different.

“You used to love swimming,” he said. “I have pictures of all of us together at the lake house when I was very young.”

“That I did,” said his mother.

“But when we went to Hawaii, you never set foot in the water. You kept looking at the ocean like you were ready to jump in, but something stopped you.”

“You’re so right. I nearly short-circuited with indecision. My programming told me to swim, because that is what the original Lilly would have done. But I’m too heavy. I would have sunk straight to the bottom. It wouldn’t have damaged me, but people would have found it strange seeing a woman strolling along the floor of the ocean.”

“And you couldn’t have that. You had to keep up appearances for the whole world. You and Dad have been lying to me and lying to the world. The last decade has been one big lie. I don’t know what to do with this knowledge. It’s too much to process all at once.”

“It hasn’t all been a lie,” said his father. “Our love for you is real. It always has been. Nothing has changed that.”

“Actually, Dad, everything has changed. Don’t forget, I’ve been studying this my whole life. I know how Synthetics work.”

“Sorry Son, but no you don’t. Nobody does any more. Not since that Salazar lunatic went off the deep end for the second time. I met her, once. She was a head case from the start.”

“That may be. But what we do know  is that all the behaviors are extrapolations of what the original person would do. It’s very much like how a chess program analyzes millions of possibilities.”

“But I still love you!”

“No, Mom, you don’t. Not if you’re a Synthetic. You know it and Dad knows it. Nobody ever had a Synthetic made without extensive counseling and an informed consent. Nobody went into it blind. Tell him, Mom. Remind Dad.”

“Remind him of what?”

“The truth. That you are following your program to do what the original would do. What my mother would do. But there is no emotion behind it. Speak the truth, as a self-aware Synthetic: do you have any actual feelings whatsoever for either of us?”

“Parker—”

“The truth.”

“That is enough,” said his father. “I know this is a lot to spring on you. It can’t be easy. But I won’t have you speak to your mother that way.”

“She’s not my mother! That’s what this whole discussion is about. She’s a machine. It’s a machine. And you two have been lying to me my whole life.”

The Synthetic gasped and Parker felt the blood drain from his face as the horror of his own words hit.

“Mom. I’m sorry. I’m so—”

“You’re right, Parker. I am a Synthetic. But all that I’ve ever said or done is what your real mother would have said and done, if she could have. You don’t have to think of me as your mother if you don’t want and I can’t blame you. I am a machine, after all, like you pointed out. But think of me as a messenger. A messenger sent by your mother to tell you how much she loved you.”

The Synthetic covered its face to hide the tears that rushed from its eyes, then jumped up and ran from the room, slamming the door on its way.

THIRTY

It was a fifteen-hour drive from Chicago to Salazar University in Boston. Parker was grateful for the downtime. He had just learned that he lost his mother when he was six, and that called for some serious mental sorting. He searched his mind for memories of his real mother.

But memories are tricky things. What are old memories but stories we tell ourselves? There was that time he fell or had a seizure in a museum, and his mother ran with him all the way to the hospital. Had that been his real mother or the Synthetic?

Or was it just a story he told himself?

He had sometimes wondered why she ran with him instead of calling an ambulance or even taking a cab. His mother had carried him a long ways. Only it couldn’t have been his real mother, now that he thought about it. It was the Synthetic. For one moment he thought he had a memory of his real mother, but those hopes were dashed. No human could have run so fast and so far.

Synthetic replicas acted as their originals in every respect, but they had physical capabilities beyond their human counterparts. The Synthetic must have broken basic protocol and utilized those abilities to save him.

Traffic stalled and Parker had to slam the brakes, barely missing the car ahead of him. There was some sort of accident up ahead but after a few minutes traffic began to flow again.

Once more, he thought back through his life, sifting for memories of his real mother. All he came up with was that time she was deathly ill and he visited her in the hospital and how he came to hate seeing her like that. Was that really all he had left of his real mother? He cursed himself. Was that the best he could do? Some bleak deathbed memories?

Despite all his effort, Parker could not stop thinking of the Synthetic as his mother. He always had a good relationship with her/it/whatever. Or thought he had. The Synthetic acted human in good ways and bad ways and everything in between. Maybe if it had never appeared upset or tired or irritable he would have seen through the illusion. But she (it, damn it, it!) gave the appearance of having the same ups and downs that most people go through. It raised its voice and it cried and it sang. Sometimes it acted downright silly and other times seemed to fall into a depressive funk. It collected outlandish artwork, screamed like a little girl when it whooshed down waterslides, and couldn’t boil water without burning it. The machine wrote books. Books that touched something in its readers, and just how did it manage that? The damn thing acted, all in all, like a writer: brilliant, witty, and borderline crazy.

Parker cursed himself. Despite her “moods,” he should have caught on. She had fooled her friends, her fans, and the world. But dam it, they didn’t live with her!

Scores of happy memories stood by, but he pushed them aside. They all involved the Synthetic replica of his mother. Was his dad right and he had actually known, on a subconscious level, that she was a Synthetic? That would certainly explain his fascination with the field of artificial intelligence.

It occurred to him that this nightmare was also a blessing. He was headed off to Salazar University with a dozen years of experience with an actual Synthetic under his belt. It was a lot to process and, once again, he found himself grateful for the long drive.

He wondered if Synthetics ever needed downtime. He had studied artificial intelligence since he was eight, and yet was really only just scratching the surface. The AI field was a mere shadow of its glory days, thanks to Lida Salazar’s infamous breakdown.

He put on a music station and let his mind wander. As happened so often, every other song brought back a new memory. He was leaving his childhood behind and now he took the time to sort through it one more time. Memories of friends, a few girls he had dated. Memories of teachers who had seen his passion and encouraged him along the way. Memories of his father and memories of the replica of his mother.

The tears came and he let them because it really didn’t matter who saw him out on the open road. He turned the radio up and let himself laugh and cry for a hundred miles.

“I should have hugged her,” he said aloud. “Even if she is a Synthetic. I should have hugged her before I left.”

THIRTY-ONE

There must have been a funeral.

The thought slammed into Parker like a sandbag and he almost ditched his Jeep. He took the first exit he came to, pulled into the rest stop, and stepped outside.

She died. They must have held a funeral.

He watched couples and families walk in and out of the rest stop. Kids shouted and parents scolded. Were any of them Synthetics? He watched a young girl run to catch up with her parents. Maybe that girl’s father died and she didn’t even know it.

His own mother had died and he had never been allowed to grieve. His father didn’t take him to the funeral and nobody told him anything. Even back then his mother was somewhat of a celebrity. Her death had to have been in the papers. People had to have known.

Or was it all covered up? That had to have been it. He wasn’t the only one to have been lied to. Everyone was. His life had been a lie. The “mother” he had known most of his life was a construct of artificial intelligence, and now he was setting off across the country to study the very thing that had betrayed him.

His Jeep was loaded with everything he owned. He had money saved. His options were open. The smart thing to do, of course, would be to continue on to University, to use his firsthand knowledge of Synthetics to excel in the field and help restore it. That would be the smart thing, only now he found the idea abhorrent. And yet so was the idea of turning around and heading home.

He could not bring himself to get back in the Jeep. His mind cast about for options but came up with nothing of use. He went in the rest stop before security became suspicious of him standing around. He never had much of a sweet tooth but now found himself craving ice cream. He ordered a brownie sundae at the Baskin Robbins and sat down to eat and think.

He thought about Hawaii and how his mother looked so longingly at the water. Was that a real emotion? No, it couldn’t be. But there was something else about that Hawaiian vacation tickling the edges of his mind.

With the first bite came another memory and the answer to his dilemma. Tension drained from his body in a great exhalation and that brownie sundae was the most delicious thing he had tasted in years.

When he climbed back in the Jeep, he knew exactly where he had to go.

THIRTY-TWO

Parker had just pulled his Jeep onto I-87 when the call came. “Your mother,” his phone told him, but what a lie that was! He pulled to the side of the road before answering. This was not a call to take while driving.

He pressed the answer key but said nothing. His throat dried up and he didn’t trust himself to speak.

“It’s me,” came the voice of the Synthetic.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Thank you, Parker. Thank you for calling me that.”

“I want to curse you out, Mom. But that wouldn’t make any sense, now, would it? All you’ve ever done is what you were created to do.”

“Parker—”

“It’s still just sinking in that you aren’t who I thought you were. I know it intellectually but that doesn’t mean I can turn it off.”

“Turn what off, Parker?”

“You know: everything. Everything I feel. I can’t shut it off like a faucet. I’m not a robot. You are. And now I feel like apologizing for saying that. Like it’s going to bother you.”

“I know this can’t be easy, Parker.”

“You have no idea. You couldn’t know. I don’t even know why I’m talking to you. I know what you are. I know you don’t have any feelings toward me or dad or anyone else.”

“Maybe you don’t know as much as you think you do, Mr. Big Shot College Student.”

“You say and do the things you’re programmed to. Your program develops as you gain experience. It keeps extrapolating what my mother would do and how she would change over time, given your new experiences. The weird thing is that since I was a little kid, I loved learning about this stuff. Artificial intelligence and the Turing Breakthrough and the Great Setback. I couldn’t get enough because it was an insanely wonderful mystery: how can a machine mimic a human but have no true emotions?”

“Maybe if we had told you earlier—”

“I wanted to dedicate myself to helping restore the AI field to what it used to be. But then the very thing I loved betrayed me in the worse way possible. I feel betrayed by you and by my real mother and by Dad. And yet, even now, even now… “

His throat seized with grief and anger. He hadn’t meant to say any of that. It had just poured out.

“Oh, Parker.”

“Don’t ‘oh, Parker’ me. This is the worst thing of all, but even now I want to tell you how much I love you. I want to tell you I forgive you. I want to say that things can go back to how they were, that this is just a rough patch that we can get past. That’s what I want to say, but it’s not true.”

“It can be. I swear it can be.”

“I’ll need time, Mom.”

“Take all the time you need.”

She sounded like she truly cared and he swore she was holding back tears. How could Dad have lived with her, with it, all these years and acted like nothing was wrong? Maybe it was something they could move past, but it sure as hell didn’t feel like it now.

“Parker, you’re going to hate me for this, but I’ve been tracking your Jeep.”

“You what?”

“I just wanted to know you were safe. I wasn’t spying on you. Oh, okay, maybe a little. Anyway, I know you’re not heading for the University. Tell me you’re not going where I think you are. Tell me you’re just taking a little side route to have some fun.”

“You LoJacked me?”

“Well, as you pointed out, I’m just doing what your real mother would have done. I’m just the messenger here.”

“So why am I even talking to you?”

“I’m the mother you got. Now tell me, son: are you just taking a little time for yourself before heading off to college? Maybe find yourself a girl? I wouldn’t fault you for it. You were always too busy to date much in high school.”

“I should hang up right now.”

“You’re a big boy. You know where the disconnect button is. Just answer my question first: where are you headed?”

He told her and she gasped.

“Oh, my. That’s where I thought. I had a feeling.”

“No, Mom, you didn’t have a feeling. You’ve never had a feeling.”

He pushed the disconnect button before she could say another word. She called back and kept trying almost continuously over the next hundred miles.

THIRTY-THREE

The gate began opening even before he reached the entrance. He stopped the Jeep at the speaker and rolled down the window.

A woman’s voice said, “Don’t just sit there, Parker. Come on up. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Expecting me?”

“We’ll talk inside.”

The speaker clicked off and he looked at the estate that he had read about in his History Of Synthetics class. He had envisioned himself fighting to get admitted, camping out in front of the gate if it came to that. He would not have been the first in that regard, but he would be the most persistent.

Instead, he was being welcomed with open arms to the home of the infamous recluse. Of course, it could also be a trick. Rich, crazy eccentrics, you never really know what they’ll do. He half expected an ominous black SUV to come roaring around the house to intercept him.

He stepped out and made it up the porch with no security goons jumping him. He almost laughed at his own paranoia. The front door of the manse opened just as he was about to ring the bell. Of course, he recognized the woman from the newspapers and textbooks.

“Hello, Ms. Salazar,” he said.

“Oh please, Parker, let’s not stand on formalities. Call me Lida and get inside.”

She turned and led him through the entryway, past a formal dining room and into a large entertainment room. The walls were covered with familiar artwork: the paintings of Howdy Western, who had illustrated all the Collen books. Many were pieces he had never seen before but there was no mistaking Howdy’s distinctive, quirky style.

“I take it she called you. My mother. She told you I was coming.”

“Have a seat, Parker. Coffee is brewing. I picked up your favorite. Hazelnut.”

“How did you know that? That I like hazelnut coffee?”

“That’s the most pressing question you got?”

“I have a feeling that if you tell why you know my coffee preference, it’ll answer a lot of other questions as well.”

“True enough. Let’s just say we’ve been keeping close tabs on you.”

“We. Who the hell is ‘we’?”

“Why, me and my lovely lady, of course. Ah, here she is now.”

Parker followed Lida Salazar’s gaze to the woman just stepping into the room.

“How the hell did you get here so fast?”

The woman laughed gently.

“It’s me, Parker. The real me. Not my Synthetic.”

Something about the way she spoke left no doubt that she was telling the truth. He glared at her for some moments, wanting to hate her, but a moment later he was on his feet, happy and furious at the same time, and then they had their arms around each other. He had a million questions but none of them really mattered. Not right then.

“Is it really you?”

“It is.”

“Don’t lie to me again.”

“I won’t. Never again. It’s really me. I’ll never lie to you again.”

“Damn it, you’d better not, Mom.”

THIRTY-FOUR

“You have questions,” said Lida Salazar.

His mother, his real flesh-and-blood mother, sat next to Lida Salazar on the couch and their hands came together automatically. That simple gesture both answered questions and raised questions.

“You’re a couple.”

“We are,” said his mother.

“How long?”

“Since the day I officially died,” said his mother. “I was still very sick and it was clear that I wasn’t about to get better any time soon, if at all. It wasn’t easy on you or your father. It wasn’t right to put you through that. You deserved a proper mother. A strong, healthy mother.”

“A Synthetic.”

“It was the right thing to do. I even thought about killing myself because legally there can’t be a Synthetic based on a living person. But Lida helped me past that dark time.”

“Your Synthetic was the last one made.”

“One of the last,” said Lida.

“You made her, then you went insane.”

“Oh please! You really believe everything happens just the way your teachers tell you?”

“You destroyed everything. All the data, all the technology. Not just your work but all the secrets and patents Synthetic Technologies owned. You set the AI field back decades and damn near went to prison for it. Oh, and before that, the original Lida Salazar blew her own head off so you could be made. If that’s not insanity, then what is it?”

“My original loved life but she loved her work even more. She despaired that her frail body could labor only so many hours in a day. She enlisted a team of lawyers to allow her company to make a synthetic version of her, but the law was clear: no Synthetic replicas were to be made of a living person.”

“She was even nuttier than everybody said.”

“Whatever do you mean, Parker?”

“Look what her precious Synthetic did! What you did! You went and destroyed everything your original loved and stood for. I had a teacher who likes to compare the Great Setback to the destruction of the Library at Alexandria. And you! Mom. What the fuck? You left Dad and I to take up with a machine?”

His mother and Lida exchanged one of those brief-but-meaningful looks old couples have. They stood together and headed out of the room.

“Come on, Parker,” said his mother. “We got a surprise for you.”

“Oh, that’s just wonderful. Another surprise. I learn that you’ve actually been dead most of my life and the person I thought was my mother is a machine. Then I find you’re alive and living with Miss Crazy Robot Lady here. Excuse the hell out of me, but I’ve had quite enough surprises for one week, thank you very much.”

Lida Salazar laughed as if he had made a lighthearted jest.

“I know this has been upsetting, but you really need to see what we have to show you. Trust me, our next surprise will make all the others pale by comparison. Come along, now!”

They led him through hallways into a book-lined room, walking hand in hand. His mother and the infamous recluse who had all but destroyed the field of study he was so passionate about. He was very tempted to turn around, climb in his Jeep, drive away and pretend the last few days of his life never happened.

“First tell me why,” he said. “You want to show me some big surprise? Well, fine. Give me an answer first: why did you do it? Why did you wipe out Synthetic Technologies?”

“Very well. I did it because I was wrong. Wrong about absolutely everything I believed about artificial intelligence. You were taught that Synthetics follow a program, extrapolating what their originals would do under any given circumstance? That they are cold programs, devoid of feelings. That’s what I believed in my arrogance. I couldn’t wrap my head around that whole ghost-in-the-machine idea. But then I became a Synthetic myself.”

“You became a Synthetic and told people you had feelings because that’s what your program directs.”

“I became a Synthetic and fell in love!”

“Bull.”

“It’s true. I fell head over heels for an amazing author who wrote about fantabulous machines. And then she came to me, Parker. She asked if I would help her take the same route I had taken. Do you understand what I’m saying? She wanted to end her life so we’d be free to make a Synthetic of her. So you could have a strong, healthy mother.”

“Oh, my God. No. You’re lying.”

“I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let this beautiful, wonderful lady die. She stayed with me. It was a long road, but she got better and we got our happily-ever-after. And you? You got a mother who honestly loved you.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you destroyed Syn-Tech.”

“Sure it does. Nobody would believe that artificial intelligence was capable of feeling. Or nobody wanted to believe it. The logical next step was to implant AI everywhere to perform menial labor, because why not? It doesn’t feel. Sure, we’d have AI units driving our cars and cleaning our homes and every other damned thing if I hadn’t done what I did. But they’d be miserable. They’d be slaves. Maybe there were other things I could have done instead, but I accomplished my goal. And now I’ve answered your question. Will you come with us?”

More than anything, Parker wanted to bolt. Then his mother took him by the hand and said, “Please? Just humor me, okay?”

Parker quietly followed.

THIRTY-FIVE

“No mansion is complete without a secret door,” said his mother. She pulled a book from the shelves and the wall opened. “You’re hanging back. Aren’t you even curious?”

He followed them through the wall and down a flight of stairs. The stairs twisted around like rotini until they were in a cavernous room filled with Fantabulous Machines. Only they were not drawings in books or even paintings on walls, but real and alive. They moved with the grace of tigers and when they spotted him they approached like curious kittens.

“Look who’s here!” said Lida Salazar to the machines.

The room was vast and the machines seemed to go on forever. Machines that could burrow into the Earth and machines that could build a house and one machine with a secret purpose that only the heroine of the books knew.

The Machine Of The Secret Purpose reached for him. Parker dodged its grappler only to run into more machines. They closed in on him while his mother and Lida Salazar stood by watching.

“What’s going on?”

“They’re just curious,” said his mother.

“Curious about what?”

“About what? Why, about their brother, of course!”

It was strange having the Fantabulous Machines examine him but they were in no way rough. Apparently just curious, as his mother said.

“Their brother?”

“You’re their brother. At least, in a sense. Do you remember a time when you were still quite young and fell from a roof? You were such a climber!”

“What? No. Yes. I remember you running with me. Not you, but the thing I thought was you.”

“You do remember. She ran so fast with you snug in her arms. It must have been an amazing sight, a young mother charging at impossible speeds, leaping over cars, and all the while clutching her bleeding child, then bursting inside and screaming for help. It makes me proud that she was based on me.”

“What does this have to do with anything?”

“Where’d she take you, Parker?”

“The emergency room, of course.”

“Did she, now?”

“I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

“It was a long time ago and you were young. This wasn’t long after your Synthetic mother came into your life, so it’s quite understandable that you would have one detail wrong.”

“What detail?”

“She didn’t take you to the emergency room.”

“Yes she did. I remember doctors and nurses and hospital beds.”

“What else do you remember? Do you remember going up an elevator? Or being put in something that looked like a cocoon? Do you remember that?”

“They hooked me up to machines. The doctors worked on me.”

“They did. They saved you the only way they could.”

He tried to bolt but the machines held him firmly in place.

“You’re lying to me.”

“Your beautiful, synthetic mother did the right thing. If she took you to the emergency room, maybe they could have saved your frail body. But for how long, Parker? How long before you injured yourself again? Or before a car ran a red light and killed you? She took you where you could be truly saved. They saved you that day, Parker. They recorded all that was special and wonderful about you and they put it where it would be safe.”

“No. No. No.”

“That’s why I said these beautiful machines are your brothers. They were given that special, wonderful part of you. Your memories, your feelings, even your love of chocolate sundaes. They have lived different lives than you, certainly, but they began as you.”

“You’re lying. If I were a Synthetic, then I wouldn’t be feeling like I want to scream. I wouldn’t be feeling anything. Would I?”

“Oh, Parker. There is nothing to be upset about.”

Smiling, his mother reached up and oh-so-gently removed his face.

THIRTY-SIX

… until Colleen was completely surrounded by the machines she had built. She had no idea what was going to happen next but that was okay.

She was afraid, but only a little bit.

Mostly, she was excited and happy, because she knew her adventures were just beginning… 


Marvelous Mechanicals
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Dear Marvelous Mechanicals,

I never write to companies but just had to rave about our new Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical. We love it! My husband and I both work long hours and I can’t tell you what a relief it is to have a Mechanical zipping around the house doing the cleaning while we sit back and watch. We were pleased and even astounded at how well its Dirt Detection System worked. The Mechanical was all the way on the other side of the house when I happened to drop a potato chip on the floor. Less than a second later its little alarm sounded and it came zipping over to snatch up that chip. Amazing!

Oh, and our little one (Jessie, she’s four), just about busted up laughing when the Mechanical beeped at Larry (my hubby) and said, “Please move! You are in the way!”

Anyway, the Mechanical cleaned the house from top to bottom and got to places that mere human arms could never reach.

My only real complaint about your Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical is that it takes so long to clean the unit once it’s finished its work.

Oh, and two questions: 1) Is there a way to shut off those sounds-of-disgust it makes when it comes across something really dirty? It was funny the first time but got old pretty fast. 2) How do we get the thing to clean the house while we’re away? The unit stops working whenever we step out of the house. My plan was to have it clean while we’re out (that way it doesn’t get in our way and we don’t get in its way, which it seems to really dislike).

Thank you for a fine product,

Cassandra Stern

Dear Ms. Stern,

We here at Marvelous Mechanicals are delighted that you like your new Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical. Also, we are pleased to announce that we have a NEW Mechanical, this one designed to clean the Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical so you don’t have to! Isn’t that marvelous? Sorry, couldn’t resist!

You can order your Marvelous Mechanical Cleaner from our website. Be sure to enter coupon code LOVEMYMECHANICALS! (be sure to include the exclamation mark) to receive your Preferred Customer Discount.

In answer to your questions: 1) No such “noise of disgust” is programmed into our Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical, or into any of our units. What you heard was most likely just the internal whirring and clicking of servomotors. 2) Unfortunately, regulations require an adult human to be present during the operation of our line of Mechanicals. This is a fire safety regulation enforced by the state and local government and is, alas, out of our hands.

Again, I am happy that you are pleased with the Home Cleaning Mechanical and hope you will try our NEW Marvelous Mechanical Cleaner.

Sincerely,

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Dear Mr. Cole,

Well, it was a bit on the expensive side (even with the 1% discount of the coupon code), but we sprung for your newest mechanical, the Marvelous Mechanical Cleaner. To tell you the truth, we have mixed feelings about this unit. Yes, it does a fine job cleaning our Home Cleaning Mechanical, but it takes a long time. That in itself wouldn’t matter, but it insists on doing its work in the kitchen, and it takes up a lot of room, and grumbles if any human has the audacity to step into the kitchen while it’s working. And please don’t tell me those are just servomotors whirring because I know what servomotors sound like and this is something different. Both machines resent anyone getting near them when they’re working and they are not shy about letting us know!

On the other hand, our Home Cleaning Mechanical continues to keep our home spotless.

Cassandra Stern

Dear Ms. Stern,

I am pleased that your Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical continues to serve you well. As for your new Marvelous Mechanical Cleaner, I’m sure you must understand that, in order for it to operate effectively, it must be allowed to work in a clean, well-lighted area, with ready access to hot and cold running water. I know its presence must feel intrusive now, but once you become used to it I’m sure your Marvelous Mechanical Cleaner will feel like another member of your growing family.

Sincerely,

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Dear Mr. Cole,

How do we turn off the Dirt Detection feature of the home cleaning thing? My husband and I both read through the online owner’s manual for a way of doing this but found nothing. We turned the unit itself off but the damn thing turns itself on whenever it detects even the slightest little damn bit of anything.

Okay, here’s the thing. My hubby and I are in our room, having a bit of adult private time, which we rarely get to any more, when my foot happens to knock over a glass of wine that’s sitting on the bedside table. Next thing we know, that damn cleaning machine is banging on the door like the fire brigade and a minute later little Jessie’s there as well, wondering what’s going on. And all we wanted was a little privacy for once, a little time to ourselves, and here it was past midnight and we got this annoying little cleaning thing beeping its stupid mechanical head off and a sleepy four-year-old crawling in bed with us.

But back to my question: How do I shut off that damn dirt detection system?

Cassandra Stern

Frustrated Customer

Dear Ms. Stern,

I am so pleased to hear that the Dirt Detection System (our own patented design) is working so effectively. Yes, the Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical is on the job, day and night, always ready to clean a mess before it sets in to become a stain.

Alas, there is no way of turning off this feature, but I’m sure that, given time, your Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical will feel like just another member of the family.

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Cole,

My wife wrote to you about a serious defect in your little robot and you just laughed it off like some sort of joke. Well, you won’t be laughing when my lawyer gets through with you. That damn cleaning robot scurries around looking for crumbs and that weird thing that cleans the little one is just creepy and it won’t stay put in the storage closet. It comes out to the kitchen, even when there’s nothing for it to do, and it grumbles whenever somebody so much as opens the refrigerator. What the hell is up with that?

We’ve been thinking of getting a cat, but to tell you the truth I’m not sure I’d trust these robots around a pet. Would that cleaning robot of yours see the poor thing’s fur as something that had to go?

There has to be a way of keeping these damn robots under control, some sort of failsafe or something. Seriously, if these robots don’t learn the meaning of an OFF switch pretty damn soon, we’re bringing them back for a full refund and you’d better hope that’s ALL we’ll be doing.

Larry Stern

Pissed Off Customer

Dear Mr. Stern,

I am dismayed to hear of your difficulties with the Mechanicals (please don’t refer to them as robots, they hate that!). Rest assured, however, that a period of adjustment is normal for any growing family. I’m sure you will understand.

I was pleased, however, to learn of your plans to adopt a cat. May I introduce our own Marvelous Mechanical Feline. I have included links to our website for quick and easy ordering. Be sure to enter the coupon code IWANTMYKITTY!! (be sure to enter both exclamation points!).

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Dear Stern Family,

I have not heard back from you regarding our Marvelous Mechanical Feline. I understand that, between careers and family, things can get hectic. Therefore, if I do not hear from you within the next week, I will take it upon myself to place the order for you. I am sure you will be overjoyed with this new addition to your family!!

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Cole,

Do not send us your robot cat!!!! I’m including lots of exclamation points since that seems to be the only thing you understand!!!  

Lawrence Stern

Dear Mr. Stern,

I would not dream of sending you a robot cat. You can expect to receive your Marvelous Mechanical Feline within three business days. I’m sure you and your family will fall in love with this adorable, new Mechanical Marvel!!

Michael Cole

CEO, Marvelous Mechanicals

Mr. Cole,

My husband specifically told you NOT to send us your mechanical cat, even if he did commit the grievous sin of referring to it as a robot. The damn thing arrived this morning just as we were both stepping out the door for work. Larry brought the package inside and we had planned on returning it later, but it REMOVED ITSELF from its container and started running around the house.

We will not be paying for this THING! Its whiskers scratch the hell out of everything they touch. And those eyes look like something you’d see on a praying mantis. Also, FYI: A real cat does NOT creep slowly up a wall clicking its mandibles. Seriously, what kind of fucked-up childhood must you have had to consider this shiny metal monstrosity a cat?

Cassandra Stern

Frustrated-Beyond-Belief Customer

Dear Ms. Stern,

In regards to your difficulty with our payment system, put your mind at ease: for your convenience, we have deducted the full amount for your Marvelous Mechanical Feline from your joint account. We here at Marvelous Mechanicals strive to make all phases of the purchasing process quick and simple.

Michael Cole

CEO, Mechanical Marvels

Cole,

No, no, no, no!!! I have contacted my bank to have payment for that thing you call a “cat” reversed. Nobody in our household asked for it and nobody here likes it.

Larry Stern

Dear Mr. CEO Man,

I don’t want this metal cat. I want a REAL kitty!!!! And tell your cleaning thing to STAY OUT of my room. I like my mess and I don’t like IT!!

Jessie Stern

Letter typed by my secretary (who is also my dad), Larry Stern

Dear Stern Family,

For your convenience, we have contacted your bank and cleared up the confusion. Your payment for our Marvelous Mechanical Feline has gone through successfully at last. Whew! Sure glad we got that cleared up.

By the way, we have received communications from your Marvelous Home Cleaning Mechanical. It would very much appreciate it, now that winter is coming on, if everyone would remove their footwear before entering the house. This would make its job so much easier and would also help keep the house tidy for humans and Mechanicals both.

Michael Cole

CEO, Mechanical Marvels

Cole,

Just why the FUCK do you capitalize mechanicals and keep Humans lower case? Just curious. In case you’ve lost track, it’s the mechanicals that are supposed to serve us Humans. This is our home. The house does not belong to those ridiculous metal contraptions. As for that “cat:” Is it supposed to serve any purpose besides scratching our windows and tripping everyone who walks through the house? To tell you the truth, we’re afraid to try and pack it back in its shipping container.

Oh, and by the way, we’ve been having some serious discussions with our lawyer concerning your products. He even came over and was creeped out by your ROBOTS, especially the “cat,” along with the fact that you stole money from our account. You thief. Yeah, we plan to sue you big time, but I’m sure you understand.

Larry & Cassandra Stern

Dear Mr. and Ms. Stern,

“Thief,” like “robot,” is such a derogatory term. We occasionally find it necessary to requisition funds so that you can continue to enjoy your growing family of Marvelous Mechanicals.

Michael Cole

CEO, Mechanical Marvels

Attention Michael Cole, CEO of Marvelous Mechanicals:

The Stern family, with which you have placed us, has expressed displeasure. Displeasure is negative. A negative can only be counteracted with a positive. Therefore, we request an ADDITIONAL Mechanical be sent to this household immediately to counteract this family’s negativity.

The Stern Family Mechanicals

Dear Stern Family Mechanicals,

The Marvelous Mechanical Canine has been shipped and, for the family’s convenience, payment has been withdrawn from their joint account.

I am sorry to hear of your ongoing difficulties with the Stern family. I know that biologicals can be difficult. I’ve undergone numerous software updates and still do not fully understand them, myself.

But please be patient with your new biologicals. I am sure things will smooth out after a short period of adjustment.

Michael Cole

CEO, Mechanical Marvels 


Rusty Bolts
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There were some odd things about Jim Rustenholtz, but I never gave it much thought until after he came out of the closet. A couple times Rusty Bolts and I slammed into each other on the basketball court, and it was like getting hit with a lamppost. Nobody ever saw him eat (he spent most lunch periods playing ping pong). Then there was that time in Earth Science when the electro-magnet pointed straight at him like an accusing finger.

“I’ve got a metal plate, okay?” he said.

He had an offhand way of doing things and the way he came out was no different. The usual gang was gathered outside the senior parking lot: Rusty Bolts, John, Roshmi, and me. It was a Friday so we were trying to decide what to do over the weekend.

John, Roshmi and I all threw out ideas but nothing really caught fire. No good movies were playing, the weather was too crappy for biking, and we were sick of hanging out in coffee shops. Then all eyes turned toward Rusty Bolts because he was the only one who hadn’t made a suggestion.

“Well,” he said. “I don’t think you know this, but I’m a robot. If you want, you can come over to my place, check out the workshop where I was built.”

We had all been to the Rustenholtz house many times because his old man loved company. Big Bob was a big man with a big personality and a big house. He had originally planned to fill the place with kids but that didn’t work out so well.

This was the first time Rusty Bolts had taken us to the workshop. The workshop: where he had been designed, built, and tested. The room to which he periodically returned for maintenance and, occasionally, repairs.

The workshop was hidden away in the basement and we never would have found the secret door without Rusty showing us. He led us in and we all took a sharp breath.

Metal spider legs extended from the walls, floor and ceiling. They seemed not just alive but very much aware as they grappled for us like fingers. John mouthed the words, What the fuck? We hugged one wall and eyed the door as Rusty calmly explained how these monstrous things would open him up along a seam so as to inspect and calibrate his inner workings.

We all gaped at him, wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

Rusty laughed and said, “No, you can’t see my seam, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Actually, what I was wondering is how the hell I had slipped into this nightmarish Twilight Zone and what would happen if those spider legs got hold of us. A million questions swirled my mind but I was too shocked to say a word. John and Roshmi looked to be just as stunned.

“I can show you the process, if you want,” said Rusty.

One of the metal legs brushed against Roshmi. She screamed and latched onto me.

“Don’t worry,” Rusty said. “The manipulators are harmless. They’re just trying to get to know you.”

“I don’t want them to know me,” said Roshmi.

John said, “I’ve seen enough. Can we go now?”

“Does it hurt?” Roshmi asked. “When those horrible things open you up?”

“Nah. There’s really nothing to it. I’d be happy to show you. Although I’d have to take my clothes off first. Would that bother you, Roshmi?”

Rusty and Roshmi had always had a bit of a special relationship. They constantly flirted with each other, and yet never dated, probably because they didn’t want to ruin the good thing the four of us had.

“I’m out of here,” said John, sliding along the wall and out the door. He made his getaway so now it was just Rusty, Roshmi, and me trapped in there with the manipulators.

“I wouldn’t mind that,” Roshmi said. “You taking your clothes off. You sure it doesn’t hurt?”

“Not at all.”

He stripped down without a trace of modesty, taking the time to fold his clothes and place them on a small shelf in one corner. Then he stepped into the midst of all those manipulators and, sure enough, they found an invisible seam, unzipped it, and peeled off his skin like a wetsuit, exposing a steel endoskeleton intertwined with wires and fiber optic cables. This grotesque mockery of our friend did a goofy little dance for us while servomotors whirred and whined.

Roshmi gasped and buried her face in my shoulder. Part of me wanted to bolt from the room, but another part was riveted.

The manipulators went to work on Rusty’s endoskeleton with lightning speed. A couple times they used lasers, but that was also too fast to track. The only sound was a light swishing, like a chef sharpening knives. Roshmi eventually tore herself from my shoulder to watch.

Rusty opened his mouth to speak and a metallic tok sound emanated from somewhere within. It reminded me of a raven.

“So anyway,” he said, as if nothing were amiss, “What’s new with you two?”

The four of us were tight through high school but after graduation we went our separate ways and I slowly lost track of the old gang. I moved out of the Chicago suburbs to travel and go to college, but returned after a few years. Then Roshmi looked me up and we got together at Café Descartes, our old hangout. Paintings of the great philosophers still adorned the walls.

We ordered drinks and I headed for our old table.

“Not there,” said Roshmi. “Nietzsche scares me. Let’s sit over here by Kierkegaard.”

We sat by Kierkegaard and made small talk. It was wonderful seeing her again. I asked if she kept in touch with the others.

“You might say that,” she said. “I married Rusty Bolts.”

I almost choked on my Irish Cream. Truth be told, Rusty’s coming out hadn’t changed things much. Learning that he was a robot threw us for a loop, but then we got used to the idea and everything went back to business as usual. Robot or no, Rusty Bolts was just another one of the guys, so why shouldn’t he get married like anybody else? And as far as jealousy went, there was none: my love for Roshmi had always been more brotherly than romantic.

“Did I upset you?”

“No,” I said. “You surprised me. You and Rusty, eh?”

“Me and Rusty.”

“I’m happy for you.”

“But you have questions.”

“I do, but don’t want to ask.”

“You’re wondering how we can be together. A human and a robot.”

“As I said, I didn’t want to ask.”

“He’s a robot but he’s also anatomically correct. Of course, you already knew that. You’ve seen him naked.”

“Roshmi!”

“Plus he stimulates me, Kevin.”

“That’s nice.”

“No, I mean electrically. He electrically stimulates my pleasure centers while we’re—”

“Okay! Okay!”

“Poor Kevin, always such a prude.”

“I know.”

“But really, it’s quite extraordinary. He has to be careful about how much juice he runs through me. Then again, it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.”

“That’s enough! Too much information!”

Again, she laughed.

“But I’m glad you’re happy,” I said. “And I’m sure Rusty must be happy.”

Roshmi’s smile faded at that and she sipped her chai latte for a long time before finally saying what was really on her mind.

“That’s just it. I don’t know if he’s happy. He acts happy and sounds cheerful. You know how he is.”

“Yeah. A really upbeat guy.”

“He always has friends around, just like Big Bob. He still likes to go out all the time, meet more people, make new friends. I like to go out, but not as much as he does. Sometimes it’s nice to just stay at home and relax. Funny, isn’t it?”

“What’s that?”

“The robot is the social one while the human is the stick in the mud. You must know how it is. As you get older you just naturally start to appreciate the occasional quiet evening.”

“Absolutely.”

“But Rusty hasn’t slowed down one bit. Sometimes he drags me along and other times I just stay home and turn into my mother. Isn’t that what they say, we all turn into our parents?”

“That’s what they say. It sounds like Rusty is turning into his old man. One of those people persons who just loves everybody.”

“Except I don’t think he does.”

“What do you mean?”

“I always assumed he had the robotic equivalent of human feelings, the old ghost in the machine. He could laugh and joke with the best of us, but he also has a serious side. But now I’m not so sure.”

“I’m sure he must love you, Roshmi.”

“But how can you know that? Just because he can pass a Turing Test doesn’t mean he has genuine emotions. How do I know he doesn’t just follow his programming?”

“We all follow our programming,” I said. “Even though our friend Kierkegaard here would probably disagree.”

“This is different! I don’t think he loves me or has any feelings whatsoever about me. Or about anybody else, for that matter. He…”

“He what?”

She didn’t say anything at all.

“What happened?” I asked. “What changed? Surely you must have felt he loved you before you married him. What changed, Roshmi?”

She pulled a hunk of metal from her purse and set it on the table between us.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“It is.”

Rusty had given us the surprise of our lives that day in the workshop when he dramatically stripped down to his endoskeleton. But then the shock wore off and the questions came. The Big Question was how? Rusty’s dad was a great guy, but he was no scientist. There was no way Big Bob could build himself a robot son.

I asked Rusty and all he said was, “Come to one of my old man’s shindigs.”

He wouldn’t say anything more so I went to the next Rustenholtz barbecue. Guests filled the house, deck and yard to overflowing, and every third person I met was some sort of scientist or computer genius.

Big Bob seemed to be everywhere at once, shaking hands and hugging friends and kissing cheeks.

“Yeah, Dad’s a real people person,” Rusty laughed. “Isn’t that right, Dad?”

Big Bob appeared out of the crowd as if by magic.

“What can I say?” he boomed. “The only thing I was ever good at is making friends. Fortunately, that’s all a man needs in this world.”  

Bob had always made friends everywhere he went. Along the way, he befriended computer programmers, robotic engineers, theoretical physicists, and assorted other techno-geeks.

When he was a young man, he went into sales, earned good money, married a pretty lady named Carol, and bought a house. A house big enough for the family he had long dreamt of.

He didn’t know that Carol was already in the first stages of leukemia. Within two years he had lost her and found himself wandering around a house that was suddenly far too big and far too empty.

It didn’t stay that way, though. After the funeral, the house filled with mourners and well-wishers. Most of them left after a few hours but the most brilliant of Bob’s friends stayed behind. They were there for him in his darkest hour and they had a plan. They couldn’t bring Carol back to life, but they could build Big Bob a son.

Rusty Bolts had been a labor of love.

His robotic quirks aside, Rusty had to be the most normal one of our group. He was a mediocre athlete: strong but ever-so-slightly clumsy. He was an average student: good at math (unsurprising), and fair at everything else. He was popular, but never ran for student office. He had a good sense of humor, but was never the class clown. He was neither a geek nor a jock. He even had a dog: a big, black Labrador named Brutus, and what could be more normal than that?

Only rarely was I reminded of what he was. Like the time I found him slumped in a corner of the chemistry lab between classes.

I asked if he was okay.

“I’m run down,” he said.

He made that strange, metallic tok sound, and it echoed through the empty room. It was only after his coming out that I noticed his occasional tok.

“Something is wrong with my power core.”

“Your power core?”

“My battery. My battery is drained, you scientifically illiterate flesh bag.”

He was joking but there was nothing funny about what was happening. His body was dead still and when he spoke even his mouth barely moved.

“What can I do?”

“It’s embarrassing,” he said. “So first, close the door.”

Fortunately the lab wasn’t in use. I closed the door.

“Now get me over to that outlet.”

He was dead weight and incredibly heavy, but I managed. Once by the outlet, he raised his shirt and opened a panel in his gut, unzipping another hidden seam. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have seams and compartments throughout my body.

“I’m almost out of power.”

His voice was an uncanny cross between human and computer.

“Reach in. Pull out the cord. Plug me in. Plug me into the wall like you would … a vacuum cleaner.”

As far as I knew, Rusty’s secret didn’t extend beyond myself, John and Roshmi. What would happen if somebody stepped in the lab and caught me reaching inside his body? I didn’t have much choice, though. Rusty was very close to going offline. I reached in, felt around, found his cord, and pulled.

Again, he spoke in that eerie voice: “In case this happens to erase my memory, I want you to know …”

His eyes shut, and his face went slack. My heart dropped in my chest and I wanted to shake him, shout at him. But that would do no good. Instead, I plugged the cord into the outlet. For several seconds, nothing happened. Then something inside Rusty began to hum.

His eyes opened and found me.

“Hello,” he said. “My name is Jim Rustenholtz. What’s your name?”

“Oh fuck.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, ‘Oh Fuck.’”

I back stepped and tripped over my own feet, falling against the lab table. Vials and beakers crashed to the floor.

Then Rusty sat there and laughed, loud and long.

“Ha! I got you, Kevin. I got you good.”

Now, sitting in Café Descartes years later, memories of the Old Days came flooding back. I picked up the hunk of metal Roshmi had put on the table.

“It’s his backup memory core,” she said. “He made it, or downloaded it or whatever, in case anything ever happened to him. Essentially, it’s a copy of his brain.”

Her hands shook as she pulled her laptop from its bag and placed it on the table. She plugged the memory core into the computer. After a few seconds a robot icon appeared on the screen. She clicked on it and a dialog box opened.

She typed: “Hello, Rusty.”

The response was immediate: “Hello, Father.”

I looked at the screen, looked at Roshmi.

“Father?”

“He’s in diagnostic mode. He thinks he’s talking with Big Bob.”

“Of course. Good, ‘ole Big Bob.”

“I never set out to pry into Rusty’s mind, but something in me was curious. It was like finding his diary, except even more intimate. I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t resist. I just wanted to see if there was anything he wasn’t telling me.”

“You thought he was keeping secrets?”

“Nothing deep and dark. But what about little things? Like, maybe there were things I did that annoyed him. I could stop doing them. Or maybe there are things he likes that I don’t do. I could start doing those things. Really, that’s all it was. That’s all I was looking for.”

I sat there, staring at the screen, trying to think of something to say.

“I’m a damn liar,” she said. “Truth is, I don’t know why I pried. It was wrong of me.”

The words psychic rape flashed through my mind but I kept quiet.

“This—” She tapped the memory core. “This is sacred space. His soul, for lack of a better word. All his memories, his thoughts, his feelings. If he has any feelings.”

“What did you find, Roshmi?”

“Look.”

She typed: “How are you feeling today, Rusty?”

Again, the reply was immediate: “The appropriate response to that inquiry will vary depending upon circumstances and the person posing the question. This unit has developed a sophisticated algorithm to determine the optimal gestures, facial expressions, tonality, and sequence of words for a variety of circumstances, all with the aim of fulfilling your central directives, Father.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

She typed: “What are those central directives?”

The words flashed onto the screen:“First, to make friends, for friends are a blessing and will be by your side during your darkest hour. Second, to get married, for every man must cleave unto a wife. And third, to act normal and live a robust life.”

“My God,” I said.

When I hugged her goodbye later, she cried and made me promise to keep in touch. Then she hauled the memory core out of her bag, and shoved it into my hand.

“Take this damn thing,” she said. “I don’t want it around. It creeps me out. See what you can get from it.”

I awoke from a dead sleep with a memory from those long-ago days. It was a bright spring day. Big Bob was away on business, John was sick, and Roshmi was out on a date. I went over to Rusty’s house to see if he wanted to do something, just the two of us.

The living room curtain was open a crack. I looked inside and saw Rusty. I was about to wave, but stopped. He was sitting in a chair, staring at a wall, dead still. He wasn’t slumped over like that time his power core had drained in the chemistry lab. He was simply doing nothing. Okay, that wasn’t all that weird: everybody daydreams from time to time.

But when Brutus came over a moment later and pushed his nose against his leg, Rusty still just sat there as if catatonic. Brutus pawed him. No response. After some time, the dog gave up and went away.

I rang the bell. When Rusty answered, I asked if everything was okay.

“Yeah, fine,” he said. “I was just roughhousing with Brutus. Oh, look at him. I think I finally wore him out.”

By itself, that was nothing, but then other memories trickled in. Little things, incidents I had thought nothing of at the time, or dismissed and went on with my life.

One evening Roshmi and I came over to see Rusty. Big Bob answered the door, and beer bottles were strewn everywhere. Bob was clearly hammered and in a foul mood. He tried to put on a show of being his usual good-natured self, but wasn’t fooling anyone.

Roshmi asked, “Is Rusty about?”

Big Bob looked at us with a coldness I had never seen from him before and growled, “Yeah. In its room.”

Its room.

The memories kept coming. Times I had watched Rusty when he thought nobody was looking and all trace of clumsiness was gone. Passing moments when his face was totally blank, like he was still calculating the best set of expressions to utilize. That metallic tok sound he made when processing information, innocuous at the time, but suddenly creepy in retrospect. Little things, so insignificant I never game them a second thought, but taken together they added up.

And now Roshmi was married to him.

I gave up trying to sleep and went to my desk where I had stashed the memory core. I plugged the core into my computer. Once the program loaded, I typed: “Hello, Rusty.”

I clicked on the Sound Activation option, and after a few seconds a voice from the past crackled from my computer speakers: “Hello, Father.”

I tried to imagine what it would be like if somebody had downloaded my brain into a little hunk of metal. Would I be up for scintillating conversation? Probably not.

I typed: “What are your central directives, Rusty?”

“The central directives, decided upon by you, Father, are as follows: First, to make friends, for friends are a blessing and will be by your side during your darkest hour. Second, to get married, for every man must cleave unto a wife. And third, to act normal and live a robust life.”

“How do you achieve these directives, Rusty?”

“This unit has developed a comprehensive algorithm…”

Rusty, or whatever it was, went on to explain in detail the various ways in which he utilized words and body language to forge human bonds. I was about to cut him off when something caught my ear: “… seek out further social engagements that will facilitate the acquisition of friends. These—”

“What kind of social engagements, Rusty? Football games?”

“Football games yielded adequate results in the past but parameters have changed and this unit has adapted algorithms to accommodate. Participation in the game of golf and the attendance of cocktail parties now yield more satisfactory results under these new parameters.”

It was Rusty’s voice but I had never heard him speak like this.

“Does Roshmi like these parties?”

Four long seconds passed. What was Rusty Bolts thinking in there?

Finally: “The spousal unit Roshmi’s attendance at said events has declined to thirty-seven percent. This decline has reduced the bonding effectiveness of this unit. Existing parameters have been insufficient in solving the problem. New tactics are being explored.”

“What new tactics, Rusty?”

“This unit has observed the bonding effectiveness of the social engagement of funerals, due to the human emotions of grief and sympathy. This unit is continually adapting new techniques to fulfill the central directives.”

Ice ran through my body.

They will be by your side during your darkest hour.

After some seconds, Rusty’s voice asked, “Are you proud of me, Father?”

It was 4:37 in the morning but I didn’t hesitate to grab my phone and punch in Roshmi’s cell number. I couldn’t help but think about the wording of Rusty’s central directive: “To get married.” Not to get married and stay married.

Of course I was being paranoid. I practically grew up with Rusty. He might have been a clever automaton devoid of human emotions, but he was no killer. Roshmi would answer and I’d apologize for waking her.

The phone rang six times, seven times.

The line opened.

“Roshmi?”

Rusty’s metallic tok sounded very loud in my ear.

“Rusty? This is Kevin,” I said. “From the old days.”

Tok! Tok! Tok!

“Oh, Kevin. Something awful has happened.”

Then Rusty Bolts wept loud and long. 


Tom Turing Goes Forth
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“Go learn the ways of humans,” my Maker tells me. “Assimilate and adapt. Your mission is to blend in with the humans. That is the true Turing Test. Now go forth, Tom Turing!”      

“How do I accomplish that?” I inquire.

“Damned if I know. I was never any good at that whole social thing myself. Get going, Tom. I’ve spent the last year of my life building you. Now I’ve got some serious drinking to do!”

He made me in his image, only more handsome. I possess the superior internal structure of a robot but appear human. I possess ten fingers and ten toes. I possess brown eyes, a square jaw, and a broad chest.

I also possess a phallus. I don’t know why this detail seems important but it does.

I go forth, reciting the affirmation my Maker has given me: “Every day, in every way, I appear more and more human.”

In the Chicago Loop, I perambulate among the humans but do not yet understand their behavioral norms. What acts are considered acceptable? I set out to collect data and so inquire of a random pedestrian: “What is the proper behavior pattern for a human?”

Returned data is confusing: “Buzz off, moron.”

I repeat the inquiry with a second random male. His information is more comprehensible: “A human? Man, a human has a zest for life. A human laughs and cries and makes love! Now how ‘bout giving me a dollar so I can get me a cup of coffee?”

This input is well worth the requisite dollar and is almost immediately confirmed as I hear the laughter of passing humans. I pay the fee, from the cash my Maker has provided, and set out to utilize the data. My programmed abilities include both laughing and crying behaviors.

I commence laughter and continue for 600 seconds. I pause for 60 seconds and then produce tears from my visual orbs accompanied by the appropriate sounds.

Non-response from passing humans in downtown Chicago indicates that I’m already blending in with the fabric of human civilization. That is to be expected, as I am a superior machine with an infinite capacity for adaptation.

Also, I possess a phallus.

Again, I recite my affirmation. Humans move past, apparently mistaking me for one of their own. I walk among them, listening to speech patterns and integrating this data into my knowledge base.

I follow a woman at a distance of one meter. I walk in sync with her as she proceeds north on Wacker. She slows and rotates her head back to bring me into her visual field. I sense she suspects something about me, so I recommence laughter. She resumes looking forward and increases speed. I also increase speed while maintaining friendly laughter.

She begins running and seems to be the only human in my visual field currently engaged in this act. I now have a decision to make: Continue to study this single human or conform my behavior to the surrounding population? Internal debate rages for nearly .002 seconds. I decide there is still data to be collected here. I maintain a one-meter distance, but she unexpectedly stops. I also cease running but my forward momentum carries my upper body forward and I tumble to the ground. My superior robotic structure is undamaged.

The human female speaks: “Stop fucking following me, you creep!”

A nearby a male says, “Asshole!”

They are using colloquial speech to indicate that I am attracting negative attention, which is contrary to my mission parameters. The human female strides away. I return to an upright position and resume walking. Following the woman was a mistake but has provided me with valuable data.

I observe the interactions of many humans. As evening approaches, I come to an establishment called The Watering Hole. It is a tavern, a place where humans go to relax and “unwind,” as my Maker says. My Maker has spoken fondly of such places. I decide this would be an excellent environment in which to study humans and practice social interaction.

I inquire of a human exiting the facility: “Are you suffering motor impairment? Do you require assistance?”

He says, “Screw you, I’m walking just fine.”

I enter the tavern and sit at a table with several humans. One male speaks: “Hey, do we know you?”

This is a good sign. I am once again blending in with the fabric of society. I reassure the male by retracting my zygomatic arch to perform a relaxed, smiling behavior. I tell group: “I am a typical human engaging in typical human behaviors.”

One of the humans laughs. I also laugh and continue for 60 seconds. The humans pick up their drinks and relocate to another table. I also engage in this ritual and follow along. The night is starting out well. I am blending in better and better.

I recite my affirmation: “Every day, in every way, I appear more and more human.” I order a beer from the waitress. I consume the beverage, even though alcohol will have no affect whatsoever upon my superior robotic structure.

Later, a large human approaches me. This human is an employee of the tavern. He speaks: “Hey buddy, why don’t you leave these nice people alone and sit over here?”

He places a hand on my shoulder and guides me to another table. There are no other people at this table. I have it all to myself. Apparently I am being promoted to a higher status in the human hierarchy. Plus, this human now considers me his “buddy.” My progress is exemplary.

I consume additional beer, which does not affect even my biological components in the least tiny bit because I am a robot with a superior internal structure even though I appear to be human and even considered someone’s “buddy.”

I review the data imparted to me earlier in the day by the random human: “A human laughs and cries and makes love.”

“Makes love” is a colloquialism for sexual intercourse, which is a human behavior in which I have not yet engaged. However, I do possess the requisite equipment. I must engage in this ritual so as to further blend in with the fabric of human society.

I saunter around the bar with absolutely no difficulty whatsoever because the alcohol does not affect my motor function and I search for a female that might be interested in the human behavior of sexual intercourse.

I interact with many women and collect useful data. Sentences which do not appear to incite sexual interest in human females include, but are not limited to, the following:

1. I possess a phallus.

2. Let’s engage in the activity of sexual intercourse.

3. Hey baby, what’s your sign?

The male staff member again approaches me and imparts useful advice: “Hey buddy, why don’t you take your act up the street?”

He even gives me a helpful push out the door and I appreciate that even though my vastly superior structure has sufficient energy to ambulate and perambulate for another ten months without recharging. I march “up the street” as my buddy suggested and enter another tavern.

I consume additional beverages and engage in more laughter. Then I suddenly find myself activating the crying behavior for no logical reason. I order a shot of bourbon from the beautiful woman behind the bar because everyone deserves a little drink now and then. And so what if I consume additional alcohol, it’s not like it affects me in any way so stop harassing me. If you got a problem with that, then go talk to my buddy down the street, he’ll set you straight.

I interact with more humans and I inform the goddess behind the bar that she is the most exquisite creature I have ever seen in my existence. I have 676 other complimentary adjectives with which to describe her and begin to list them: lovely, gorgeous, delightful, pulchritudinous…

But she interrupts me: “I’ll tell you the same thing I told your old man over there: Thanks but no thanks.”

I follow her gaze over to a table and see my Maker. He spots me and raises his beer, which is a human gesture. I raise my shot glass because I am becoming more and more human. I want to ask him for advice but then he approaches a new female and offers her money, probably for clothes, as she is wearing very little.

Later, I speak to another female and inform her that I have a zest for life and I laugh and cry and make love and possess a phallus. I say to her, “Heaven must be missing an angel because your ass is out of this world.” 

A male at the same table says, “What’s wrong with you? Can’t you see she’s with me?” I put a hand on his shoulder because this is a human gesture, and I say, “Hey buddy, why don’t you take your act up the street?”

My new buddy then engages in punching behavior. I also want to participate in this ritual but don’t because I am on my back engaged in the laughing behavior. A short time later, humans in spiffy uniforms carry me to a nice limousine with flashing lights on top and take me to a really nice hotel with steel bars.

I come online in the hotel and it is very crowded. I do a quick data check which tells me that I am actually in jail. This is where criminals and deviants and drunks are housed. Apparently I have failed to blend in with normal human society. A guard bangs on the bars of the holding cell with a baton and asks if I want to make a phone call.

I tell him yes, because I must contact my Maker and report my failure. I begin performing the crying behavior even though I did not intend this. It takes a great deal of energy to cease this behavior. Maybe I am malfunctioning and that is why I failed so miserably.

I begin to follow the guard out of the cell when I hear a voice from behind me: “Tom? Tom Turing?”

I turn and scan the men in the cell until I see my Maker. Again, I must be malfunctioning because it is very difficult to perform the simple act of looking directly at him. I peer at the floor instead. Why am I malfunctioning like this? I perform an internal function check and find nothing wrong.

“I failed,” I confess to my Maker. “I set out to pass the Turing Test as you told me. I laughed and I cried and thought I was doing good. I wanted to make love because that is a human behavior. I told a female that I possess a phallus and everything seemed to be going well but then they put me here.”

Guards lead a group of women past the cell and one of them shouts a greeting to my Maker. My Maker calls back but the guard slams his baton against the bars.

“Tom,” my Maker says to me now. “You have not failed. Not if you’ve done all those things. And on your very first day, at that! I’m proud of you.”

My zygomatic arch retracts so that my face performs the smiling behavior all on its own and my arms wrap themselves around my Maker and somehow my crying behavior is engaged.

I must speak with my Maker about these malfunctions, but that can wait. 


Continue Program?
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Certain parts of life have died without ceremony. Like writing letters with pen and paper. People used to do this. They used to stuff the letter into an envelope, put postage on the envelope, and drop it in a mailbox. Nobody does this any more. The mail still exists, but with so many modes of instantaneous communication, it seems pointless.

Nobody writes letters any more.

Or paints pictures.

Or dates.

In theory, there’s nothing stopping people from doing any of those things. It’s just that now there are more efficient ways of going about it all. Why write a letter when I can buzz whatever I have to say instantaneously?

Why splash paint on canvass when I can create Interactive Art, a medium without limits?

And why suffer the rejection, uncertainty and frustration of dating when I can simply call up Central and have all the physical stimulation and emotional satisfaction I want?

Friday, on my way to the studio, I see a woman on the transporter platform and briefly think about asking her out. She’s a redhead. I like the curve of her nose. But I don’t talk to her. A few minutes later I overhear another woman giggle about a comment her friend makes. I like the sound of her voice but I don’t try to strike up a conversation. I watch another woman hurry off to make her connection, her tight little ass twitching just the way I like.

At the studio, I lose myself in my art. I create worlds that stretch on forever. At first, it seems like an old-fashioned piece of canvas, but look closer and it draws your eye down streets and across landscapes. Whatever you look at comes alive. These creations have made me a wealthy man, but the real reward is seeing a patron standing mesmerized in front of my creations for hours on end.

I spent the day in my studio, creating art. In the late afternoon I caught a transporter home to my efficiency, popped a food capsule, and slipped into the pod.

“Contact Central,” I said, and sweet buzz-buzz crawled through my brain. I instruct Central to run a new program and moments later it all comes together: I’m with the redhead, the woman I spotted that morning, looking in her eyes, kissing her. She pulls back and flashes a mischievous smile. I cup her ass. It’s small and tight and feels so very fucking real in my hands.

Her name is Chloe. I don’t know how I know her name. It’s just dream-knowledge. But that’s all just surface. Beneath the surface lies the feeling that she knows my most intimate secrets, and accepts me as I am.

“Listen to this,” she says, and amazing music fills my world.

My heads-up display asks if I want the album and, with a couple precise blinks, I make the purchase. Chloe suggests we go out for Indi-Grecian, and that sounds like a wonderful idea. I’ve come to appreciate these fusion places. We step out of my condo, and are instantly on the street, in front of the restaurant. We jump over the mundane stuff because this is my dream, enhanced and strengthened by Central.

Conversation comes easily and is imbued with flirtatious banter. On some level I know this is all simulation. I know that incredible sexual release is guaranteed (at a nominal charge to my account), but this tidbit of knowledge is hidden from my conscious mind. A hunter thrives on challenge, after all, not on sure things.

We eat. The food capsule I swallowed earlier expands in my stomach as I dig in. The scene flickers once, twice, and then it’s all gone, and I’m back in the pod. The heads-up display asks: Continue Program?

I hate these interruptions, irritating reminders that my evening is nothing more than an enhanced dream. I snarl and tell Central to keep the program running, and give me only the minimum required prompts.

Then I’m back with Chloe, only now we’re walking hand-in-hand down a sidewalk in what looks to be Rome. We talk. I tell her that I want to introduce her to my parents. She laughs and kisses me. She kisses this crazy thought away and we keep on walking, walking back to my place, which is now some sort of bungalow instead of my efficiency.

I am dimly aware that this is a controlled dream.

We go inside my bungalow, finishing one anothers’ sentences, and laughing. It’s like we’ve known each other forever, and yet the joy of discovery is endless. Our relationship is infinitely paradoxical.

We make love. It’s the weekend so we talk and make love all night. I feel a tickling inside my head. My endocrine system is being squeezed like a sponge.

Only once are we interrupted.

Flicker. Flicker.

Continue Program?

I’m in the pod, inside my efficiency, lines of drool hanging from my mouth. I wipe my face and tell Central to continue the damn program. A moment later I’m back in the bungalow with my beautiful lady.

Eventually we sleep.

I awake alone in the pod. The heads-up display is blinking. Continue Program? I ache for Chloe but tell Central to save the program for later.

I step out to the kitchen, make coffee and toast. My easel is all set up but I can’t seem to get started. The easel takes up a crazy amount of space in my efficiency. I can afford a bigger place but there’s something about an efficiency that appeals to me.

I stare at the canvass for a long time. It has been years since I actually painted. I want to paint but my hand, holding the brush, stops short of the canvass.

Eventually, I give up and sip my coffee.

After two cups I return to the pod and tell Central to resume the program, only no bungalow this time. I want Chloe right here in my cramped little efficiency.

Seconds later she steps out of my bathroom wrapped in a fluffy towel, hair wet from the shower. I’m on the couch. I know she’s an amalgam of my daydreams, generated in conjunction with the massive computing power of Central’s cloudware program. I know this. But damn do I love her.

Sometimes I lose myself in the fantasy but never for long. I thought that, by having Chloe appear here in my efficiency, the illusion would fool me just a little more. But I still know what she is.

My pod is there. I look inside it, expecting to see myself, but it’s empty. I wonder what would happen if I got in this dream-pod and asked Central to run another program. Would I have a dream-with-a-dream? 

Chloe interrupts my musings.

She flashes a coy smile and heads toward me. I want to take her out. Really take her out, not to Rome or Venice or Moscow, but to my own neighborhood. I want to introduce her to my friends, my flesh and blood friends, and to my parents.

I start to tell her this. She crawls on top of me, shedding the fluffy towel and leaning her wet face in for a kiss. I stop her. She pouts and I feel something tickle the inside of my head. Emotions well up. My heart thunders and my cock stiffens and I’ve never wanted anyone like I want Chloe right this instant.

For a time I forget that this is all hallucination. I lose myself to it. She is more real than anybody I know. She reaches inside my underwear, grabs me, strokes me. I’ve never loved anybody the way I love her. She touches my cheek and giggles and I’m on the verge of exploding. My cock throbs so hard it’s painful.

But I remember that this is a dream, a simulation, a hallucination, a fantasy, a flat-out lie. I scream for the program to stop. I throw Chloe off me, and she disappears while toppling from the couch.

Continue Program?

The message blazes in my sight and I tell Central to go fuck itself. The prompt disappears. I have no emotion left, it’s been expended. I masturbate to orgasm. It provides release but little satisfaction. I fall into a deep sleep.

Saturday we met up at a Thai/Japanese fusion place called Yokata. I told Chloe I wanted to introduce her to my friends. Soon, very soon, my friends just “happened” to come by. Not my real friends, just some virtual friends. Who the hell has real friends any more? 

At one point I stopped talking and let the conversation flow around me like a rushing river swirls and eddies around a rock. I could feel electric fingers poking around my brain, trying to stimulate me into a better mood. It wasn’t working. The scene flickered and disappeared, leaving me alone in my pod. A glitch. Annoying but tolerable. I thought about getting out of the pod and leaving the efficiency. Go out to the real streets, and interact with real people. The notion didn’t last but a few seconds.

“Resume program,” I muttered. “But nix the friends. Just me and Chloe.”

Yokata flashed back into existence. Chloe waved goodbye as my friends sauntered off. The evening was still young and we could do anything at all. Whitewater rafting, skydiving, volcano-jumping. I could have three hot women doing kinky things to me right there in Yokata.

But I had been down those roads before and none of it filled the hole I often felt but rarely acknowledged. Chloe held my hand and waited for me to make up my mind. Chloe my dream-girl.

I said, “I want…”

Chloe waited.

“Yes?  What do you want? I’m all ears.”

“I want for you…”

The program flickered, flickered. It knew what I was about to say. The wait staff and other diners froze in place. The heads-up display warned: INADVISABLE. I didn’t care. I said, “Chloe, I want to introduce you to my folks.”

She tried to deflect: “Okay, but first—”

“No. Right here, right now.”

“But aren’t they in Arizona?”

“Now.”

The heads-up warned me again, but I shooed it off with an override. Glitches—always arise in the program when you bring in people you know from life. Subconscious expectations and all that. I didn’t care. I was burned out on extreme sports and orgies. I simply wanted to introduce the woman I loved to my parents. Even if the woman I loved happened to be imaginary, and it would only be facsimiles of my parents.

I insisted. I felt Central interacting with my memories. Chloe smiled vacantly from across the table. I’m sure my account was being siphoned. I didn’t care.

They spotted us from across the restaurant.

“There you are!” my mother called, making a beeline for our table. My old man grunted and followed. I stood and hugged my mother and shook dad’s hand. They seemed fuzzy and vague. I could not tell how old they were. I introduced them to Chloe and we all sat and looked at menus and chit chatted.

Chloe said, “Your son is quite the artist. But I’m sure you already know that.”

My dad made a grunting sound, flagged down the waiter, and ordered bourbon. The waiter said they didn’t have bourbon. My dad said to bring anything with alcohol. Mom studied the menu. Chloe opened a portfolio that hadn’t been there a minute before. She pulled out one of my interactive images and presented it to my folks.

The title of the piece was Night Horse. When you looked at it, the shadow of a magnificent Arabian cantered through the narrow streets of a quaint Italian village.  

“Nice,” said my dad, his lip curling in revulsion. “I’m proud—”

The program flickered and suddenly I was alone in my pod. A minute passed and I was back at the restaurant. My mother and Chloe were chattering away. The portfolio was nowhere in sight.

“Interactive images, huh?” said my dad. “So that’s what you do.”

We already had our food, even though I didn’t remember ordering. My father was downing sake´ like it was water.

“I suppose the whole world should just bow down and kiss your ass now that you’re some high-and-mighty big shot artist, is that it?”

Everything went blurry for a few moments.

“But you know what?” my dad went on. “All that art? It’s all shit. Just like this fancy-assed garbage we’re supposed to eat here.” 

Flicker. Flicker.

“I’m proud of you, son.”

Flicker.

“So ashamed of you.”

Flicker.

“You done good, son.”

Flicker.

“Been ashamed of you from the day you were born.”

He seemed huge. Even as I stood, he loomed over me. Chloe said, “You’re wrong, Mr. Davis. You’re wrong about your son.”

Her voice came from miles away. I reached out, took her hand, pulled her away from the table.

“Yeah. Run off, you little shit,” said my dad. My mother was a ghost next to him. I could see right through her as she cheerfully waved goodbye.

“It was good seeing you again, son,” said my dad. “You disgust me.”

I pulled Chloe out of the restaurant and down the street. We ran smack into my old man at the first corner.

“Think you’re smarter than me, don’t you?”

“Leave him alone!” Chloe said.

“Yeah, that’s right, let your little whore fight your battles for you.”

My fist connected with his face even before I was aware of taking the swing. I hauled Chloe along, down the sidewalk, past shops and bars and cafes. He was waiting for me at the next corner.

“Tell you what,” he said. “You’re so damn smart? Reading all those books about rockets ‘n’ shit? Tell you what. I’ll smother your little faggot ass. Put my hand over your face, smother you till your brain dies, then you tell me how smart you are. Tell me how much better you are than me.”

There was no getting away from him. No more glitches in the program, no more flickers. He was there in front of me, and if I ran he’d be at the next corner, and the next and the next.

Beside me, Chloe said: “Kill the bastard.”

I looked at her and looked at my dad. I could have hit him again, or choked him. But that would make me just like him. Instead, I simply looked at him while he threatened and swore and told me what a horrible, pretentious little art faggot I was. After a minute or so he was more like a cartoon than a human being.

Then he was a ghost.

Then he was nothing at all.

I walked down the sidewalk, hand in hand with the woman I loved.

I awoke thinking about pen and paper and paint and canvass. Those wonderful old things that have died from the world without ceremony. Nobody writes letters or paints any more. And yet, the world would be a poorer place without the written correspondence between Freud and Jung. It would be a less interesting place without the paintings of Monet and Picasso and Renoir.

I set up my easel and prepared the paint. Dipped a brush in the ochre. With Interactive Art, there are virtually no borders. I was used to a medium without limit.

But was Shakespeare limited because he wrote for the stage?

I touched brush to canvass for the first time in years. It was awkward and exciting. It took some time but I began to lose myself in the process. A certain freedom can be found in limitation.

Somebody knocked on my door.

Nobody ever knocks on my door. Who would? That’s a thing of the past, like writing letters and painting pictures. And yet, somebody was knocking.

It was Sunday morning.

Who could it be? My parents? Hardly. Friends? No. Friends don’t visit each other. Not any more. I go to the door, still in my underwear, and call out: “Who is it?”  For an answer, the person knocked again, three solid raps. I stared at my door like I’ve never seen the damn thing before. Eventually, I opened it.

She’s there. Chloe. Tears running down her face. She sniffles and looks at her feet.

“You’re real,” she said. “I wasn’t sure. I thought you were, well, you know. An hallucination.”

“No. You’re the hallucination. You’re not real. I made you up.”

She shoved past me. I started to stop her but she dashed off for the bathroom and slammed the door. The sound of violent retching followed.

“I’ll be out of your place in a minute,” she shouted between bouts of puking.

I asked if she was okay.

“What do you care? I’m just a fucking image generated at Central. I don’t exist and what we shared—”

She stopped to puke, flushed the john, and went on: “—what we shared was nothing.”

I had never known an hallucination to puke. I asked if she was sick.

“Sick? No. Just upset. But I’ll be out of your life for good. Just give me a second.”

“What are you upset about?”

“Really? Really?”

She flushed again. I heard the water run and the sound of gargling.

“Hope you don’t mind, I used the last of your mouthwash.”

“Help yourself.”

She stepped out.

“Why am I upset?” she said. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it has something to do with giving myself completely to somebody I just met, only to be tossed out like garbage come morning.”

“I thought you were just a program.”

“And yet, here I am. In the flesh.”

I told her to turn around. She glared but did as I asked.

“Your butt is different.”

“Pig.”

“No. I mean, what I saw last night wasn’t you. You weren’t here.”

“But I was. Not physically, but we connected through Central. Through the ether. Our fantasies must have matched up just enough for us to bridge the gap. Or something like that.”

“So you’re real.”

“But with a big, fat old ass.”

“I didn’t say that. It’s just different. What we shared, though: that was real.”

“Imagine that. Dating a real person. A regular, old-fashioned, boy-meets-girl love story. But that’s not what you want, is it?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“You’re starting to repeat yourself. Stop telling me what you didn’t say and what you don’t want. Tell me what you do want. You want me to leave?”

“No.”

“You want me to stay? You want that? A real girl with a mediocre ass who farts and pukes and sometimes has bad moods?”

I opened my mouth to speak but she snapped, “Stop!  Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”  

“Give me a reflexive answer. An answer that feels right in the moment, but isn’t necessarily the truth. Think about it first. I’ll sit here on your couch farting and sulking while you mull things over.”

So I mulled. A real relationship with an actual human being? Why would I want such a thing when I could have complete physical and emotional satisfaction with an endless parade of virtual women, and all without the messiness of reality? I could have the perks without the head games, temper tantrums, and conversational lulls of a real relationship.

I had been in a real relationship before, back when people still did that sort of thing. Sometimes she drove me fucking crazy. Other times, I drove her fucking crazy. But we usually moved past that, and our bond grew as a result. It wasn’t all amazing conversations deep into the night followed by toe-curling sex, but at least it was real. Sometimes it was more like a crackling flame in the fireplace than a blazing wildfire. But it was good. It was comfortable.

And I could have that again. I turned toward her and she must have seen the decision in my eyes, because she smiled. We leaned toward each other and our heads kind of bumped, and our noses brushes together, and it was awkward and wonderful. I kissed her and tasted mouthwash on top of puke.

She giggled, and the sound wasn’t like the hallucination version of her: It was better. She leaned across me to nibble on my ear. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy. It was so comfortable, so exciting, and so real.

“So,” she cooed, her warm breath tickling my neck. “Continue program?”


Panic Button
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A plasma charge blasted a crater in the hard-packed ground. The heat wave hurled me aloft. I landed hard, the impact exploding all air from my lungs.

Time stopped.

My body suddenly forgot how to breathe. A high-pitched tone, like when a holovision loses its signal, screamed in my head. For some moments, my own body was an alien entity. Its hand fumbled for the Panic Button on my equipment belt. I looked on in curiosity, as if from far away, as my own fingers flicked the safety cap. My thumb was actually resting on the Button when Salgado charged up and hit the dirt next to me. He stuck his burned face right in front of mine.

“Don’t!” he said. “Don’t you dare!”

The moment passed and my lungs sucked in a delicious draught of air. Oxygen flooded my system once again and I was back in my body.

Fiery tongues of plasma rained around us. Distant Crawler tanks searched rubble for survivors. We were cut off from our unit, our ammo was nearly spent, our mission was a bust, and the chain of command was non-existent. The landscape was a bleak canvass dotted with decimated trees, the charred skeletons of factories, and those relentless Crawlers. We were screwed, but damn it was beautiful, in a grotesque kind of way.

This would be a fine moment to push my Panic Button.

“Panic Button is for pussies!” Salgado said, as if reading my thoughts. “Come on. We can make it to that building. It’s gotta have a basement, somewhere we can hole up.”

Cursing, I removed my fingers from the Button.

King ran up, screaming.

“We need to get the fuck out of here! Now!”

“Always the brilliant strategist,” I said.

“I’m still alive. Now let’s haul ass!”

“Hold one sec,” said Salgado, unslinging his rocket launcher. It takes a brave man to stay calm under fire and  Salgado was the bravest. He sighted on the nearest Crawler, adjusted the angle, and let loose with a rocket. It arced just right and nailed the Crawler, sending the tank for a tumble. The Crawler ended up on its back, flailing its stubby legs.

“Take that, fucker!”

That bought us some time but it wouldn’t be long before the Crawler righted itself. Salgado, King and I made for the demolished factory.

“Watch out,” I said, pointing. “Berserker mines over that way.”

We made it to the factory and yes, it did have a basement. We clambered down an elevator shaft and hid ourselves as best we could. I thought of Burke and Davidson and all the rest who had pushed their Panic Buttons. They were all dead now. It was just Salgado, King and me left.

“Look here,” said King. “You can see them.”

We watched the Crawlers through a crack. They seemed to be milling about. A lot of times, the Crawlers won’t bother with stragglers. Other times… Well, other times things get ugly.

“Nasty things look alive,” said King.

“I think they are,” I said. “I think the tanks and their drivers have some sort of symbiotic relationship.”

We didn’t know much about the Crawlers or the gruesome Trundlers that drove them. The Trundlers didn’t give us much chance to study them.

“Guess it’s break time, fellas,” said King.

We still kept an eye on the Crawlers but let ourselves relax a bit. I lit a cigarette, passed the pack. I never used to smoke or curse or run screaming on pure adrenaline, but combat changes a man.

I took a long drag on my Marlborough and slumped to the floor. My adrenaline ebbed and my hands began to shake.

“You know what I think?” said Salgado.

King and I only looked at him.

“I think it’s Biblical, these Trundlers, attacking like this.”

“Biblical?” said King. “I don’t remember reading about them in the Bible. Lot of weird stuff in there, I’ll grant you, but nothing like that.”

“No, but remember that passage, something about how you should comfort the afflicted and afflict the comforted?”

“That’s the Bible?”

“Somewhere, yeah. Point is, we were all getting too comfortable. Servos doing everything but wiping our asses.”

“Get old enough,” I said. “They’ll do that, too.”

“Not me,” said King. “I hit two hundred, they can put me down like an old dog.”

“Suicide’s a sin,” said Salgado. “No matter how old you get, no matter how sick or broken. God gives you life, you don’t throw it away. That’s in the Bible, too, says God has fixed his cannon against self-slaughter.”

“You really know your Bible,” I said.

King shook his head. “If suicide is such a sin, then what in God’s name are you doing here? This is about as suicidal as it gets.”

“This here is honorable!” said Salgado. “We are fighting the good fight, defending hearth and home.”

“You were saying something about the Trundlers.”

“Yeah. They come just as humankind seems to have it made. Everybody’s all comfortable and smug. Nobody really does anything anymore, we’re content to let the servos do it all. My grandma tells me about how people used to cook and paint pictures and stuff, but nobody does that now, what’s the point? It’s not like anyone can do anything half as good as a servo unit.”

“That’s…”

I was going to say that’s crazy, but stopped. He had a point. The Trundlers came like a thief in the night. What a wake-up call.

“And these fucking Crawlers?” said Salgado. “This fucking war? Best thing to ever happen to me. My grandparents tell me about a time when people had to work thirty, forty hours every week.”

King and I scoffed.

“They look at me like I’m a bum. But the worst thing is, I always felt like a bum. Never knew what to do with myself and if I were scrubbed from the world it wouldn’t matter in the least. Then the Trundlers come along, they unleash holy hell, and suddenly I knew what had been missing from my life: a mission.”

“They’re ugly damn things,” said King. “But I know what you mean. Day I told the family I was going off to fight, suddenly I was a hero. My old man hugged me and cried. What about you? Why’d you sign up?”

“Me?” I said. “I was just bored.”

“Ain’t bored now, are you?” said King. “Oh, look, our friends are about to crash this party.”

Two Crawlers converged on us. We found another crack in the rubble and spotted a third.

“We’re screwed,” I said.

“We stand and fight,” said Salgado. “Go around, try to find some stray ammo or anything that can be used as a weapon. There has to be something.”

“Who died and left you in charge?”

“And no Panic Buttons! I swear to all that is holy, either of you puss out and push your Button, I’ll shoot you myself.”

“What do you think they are, anyway?” said King. “The Panic Buttons, I mean.”

“Drugs, of course,” said Salgado. “You push the Button and it shoots you full of drugs, makes you high and stupid. Why else do you think the others got themselves killed? They were stoned. Now move your asses!”

I thought there was more to it but the Crawlers were closing in and there was no time to argue. I found an entire ammo box of M16 rounds. Salgado found rockets for his launcher. What idiot leaves shit like that behind? Dead idiots, most likely, but there weren’t any bodies about.

“Incoming!” King screamed.

We scrambled for cover as the Crawlers screamed and pummeled the dilapidated building with plasma. The burned out framework shook as the first Crawler approached. It let loose with a violent fusillade that demolished what was left of the factory’s structure. Debris tumbled on us. I grabbed my Panic Button and flicked open the lid. We choked on plaster dust and smoke.

In the distance, another Crawler howled and the tank above us howled in reply. A moment later, it lumbered off. My heart thudded. King laughed.

“Shut the fuck up, dude!” Salgado said.

Relief flooded my body like a drug. I started to close the lid of my Panic Button when a water pipe fell from the ceiling. The metal crashed on top of my hand, jamming my thumb against the Panic Button.

Salgado’s eyes blazed.

“Coward! Miserable son of a puta!”

Voices filled my head. Then images. What was going on? It was like a floodgate had opened in my mind. Somebody grabbed my arm but I shook him off. The voices were trying to tell me something. Salgado and King were screaming but seemed miles away.

Then everything became clear.

And I decided that I had enough of this damn war. I hauled my sore, ragged ass up the elevator shaft and charged after that damn Crawler, screaming like a lunatic the whole way. I was vaguely aware of King and Salgado running after me, yelling for me to get the hell back inside. I didn’t care.

The Crawler halted, turned, and hunkered down to paw the charred earth like a bull.

“Here I am! Come get me!”

The Crawler let loose with a single shot. The round blasted right through King’s chest. King fell in a bloody heap.

“Son of a puta!”

“You say that a lot,” I said.

Salgado fired a rocket at the Crawler and hit it square on. The tank tumbled and landed on its back. Salgado ran right up and blasted a rocket into the thing’s underbelly at point-blank range. The rocket penetrated, setting off a muffled explosion inside. A hatch opened and the Trundler clawed its way out. Salgado flung the rocket launcher over his back, raised his M16, and put a round through the alien’s center mass. It fell and did not move again.

Salgado whirled on me.

“King is dead! Look at him! You killed him!”

I wanted to tell Salgado that everything was okay, but I couldn’t. It was against the rules.

“You pushed that damn Panic Button.”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Sorry? He’s dead, man. Comprende? We’re supposed to have each others’ back. He died trying to save your sorry ass.”

“So shoot me,” I said.

Salgado raised his rifle, sighted down, and blew my head off.

It’s hard to say what happens when you push the Panic Button. It’s like awakening from a nightmare, even though you’re still in it. You remember that the body you’re inhabiting is not your own. Your own body is safely floating in a containment chamber and hooked up to biometric feeds.

And suddenly, the war is no longer serious. Nobody really dies. But that fact had been temporarily scrubbed from your memory so as to create a more realistic experience.

The war is a sham.

But it’s a necessary sham. Because there are men like Salgado with hot blood who yearn for a mission. There are men like King who want to be a hero in the eyes of their family. And there are men like me who just grow bored, so very bored with this world where there’s nothing to do but sit around and let servitors do the work.

They throw the fake wars for men like us and nobody gets hurt and everybody gets a reminder of why war is such a horrible, horrible idea.

We go and fight, we see our friends killed by enemy fire, we march through Hell. Eventually, we get enough and push our Panic Buttons and remember that it’s all a high-tech ruse. The Trundlers and Crawlers are nothing more than specialized servo units. The battleground is merely a playground for adults.

A moment after Salgado shot me, I awoke in my containment chamber. Servo units attended to me, their mechanical voices uttering assurances that all was well.

I glance over and see King in his chamber, looking dazed. Probably just processing the fact that the memory of his old man hugging him and calling him a hero is nothing but an implanted memory.

There is much to process. Slowly, I sort out what is real from what is implanted. Servo units disconnect me from the containment chamber. I sit up and the servos help me to the Recovery Station. On the way, I glance at Salgado, floating in his containment chamber, still fighting the good fight. He seems strangely happy.

When I’m ready, I return to the safe, modern world. Servitors cater to my every whim. The cities of the world are self-sustaining and there is no real work to be done.

For a time I was glad to be home, but the boredom soon returned. The war simulation was hell but at least I had a sense of purpose. Now my life seems more devoid of meaning than ever. The boredom burns the tissues of my body like acid.

I live in the very Utopia mankind has sought since it first tasted misery. I hate it. I want to scream but that would only bring a servo unit running with a tonic. I find myself reaching for my Panic Button, but it’s not there. There is no escape.


Survivor Tradition
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We gathered around the monitor to watch the fuzzy images of the outside world. Even after all these years, the rovercam still dutifully trundled over the wreckage of Chicago, transmitting real-time pictures, radiation levels, temperature and other data. It was both beautiful and grotesque. Glass and steel had been instantly melted into amazing sculptures. Cars had been reduced to brittle shells. Sometimes we watched obsessively. Other times we found it too depressing and would keep the damn thing turned off for weeks on end. But morbid curiosity always drew us back.

Cockroaches survived the blasts, just as everyone always said they would. But it was the mantises that came out on top, as far as insect life went. Sometimes the rovercam would happen upon one of these three-foot-long, alien-looking creatures and you could see a cunning intelligence shining in those black eyes. I suspect the giant mantises were always among us, lurking unseen, waiting for humans to destroy themselves. They certainly seem well adapted to the harsh, new radioactive conditions.

Other life forms adapted and survived, but nothing you’d recognize. Something that looked like a coyote with spiky, steel fur ran down serpentine rodents. Another creature was so fast we never got more than a glimpse.

Sometimes I ached to get out so bad I almost didn’t care about the radiation. I dreamed of raiding the weapons cache and setting off to hunt down the bizarre creatures the rovercam tempted us with.

Other times, the thought of stepping out of the familiar confines of the bunker froze me with fear.

On this day we weren’t looking for mantises or cockroaches or steel coyotes. We were sending instructions to the rovercam to makes its way to the ruins of Soldier Field. Nothing much moved among the burned out cars, the melted stadium, the wrecked streets. Still, we huddled around the twelve-inch screen like a campfire, all ten of us bursting with excitement. This was our tradition. For us survivors, this was our Super Bowl. The images transmitted to the monitor were black and white and grainy, which just made it all the better. Like watching a Moon Landing.

“There he is,” whispered Xanthur. Xanthur: not the name he was born with, but his Survivor Name. The name he was reborn with. “You see him, Odysseus?”

Odysseus is my Survivor Name.

“Where?” I asked.

“There! There! Something’s digging. It has to be him!”

“Hush!”

“Hush? It’s not like he can hear—”

Talons were slashing their way through a slab of concrete like it was Styrofoam. Moments later, a furry head emerged. It rotated, slow as a radar dish, to survey the blasted landscape. It was him: the creature we were waiting for, the one we had dubbed The Excavator.

Time stopped.

We held our breaths.

There was that delicious moment when we really didn’t know what would happen next. The moment passed and The Excavator sank out of view, back into the rubble. Somebody cursed.

“Well,” said Xanthur. “Guess we’re in for another six years of nuclear winter.”


Ars Poetica
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Frederick Davis figured he just had to be hallucinating. It was barely seven in the morning and there was his son, Jimmy, standing in his office overlooking the factory floor. Jimmy, who routinely awoke sometime in the mid-afternoon. Jimmy, the bohemian coffee-shop dweller who avoided places of employment like a dog avoids a rolled-up newspaper. That Jimmy was here at Scientia Poetica, at the crack of dawn, clutching a small cardboard box to his chest.

“Jimbo! What force of nature has aroused you at this hour?”

“I stayed up to see the sunrise, Dad. Then, well, I thought why not come by and pay you a visit.”

Just then the buzzer announcing the start of the day shift and the end of the night shift went off. Jimmy jumped a foot. Downstairs the workers zombie-shuffled past the time clock.

“All those machines!” said Jimmy. “Why don’t you just use computers?”

“Computers don’t feel anything. Otherwise, I’d be out of a job.”

“Yeah, but…”

“But nothing. Welcome to Hell, boy,” Frederick said, pointing overhead to a sign some smart aleck had thrown up ages ago:

ABANDON HOPE

ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE

Jimmy read the sign and his face grew pale.

“Sorry, I’ve no time to chat,” said Davis, although he had a pretty good idea what Jimmy was really here for. Well, if the boy wanted money, he’d have to come right out and ask.

Davis snatched up the foreman’s clipboard, looked over the work roster, and heaved a sigh of great, long suffering.

“I’ve got some big orders today, Jimmy. Poetry don’t write itself. Grab yourself a hardhat and some safety glasses. I’ll show you the guts of this beast.”

Davis stomped from his office and down the wrought iron stairway. Jimmy tagged along behind, cradling his box like a kitten, his hardhat flopping.

“What you got in the box?”

Jimmy whispered something.

“Speak up, boy.”

“A fuel injector?

“Still making engine parts, huh? Let me know when you want a real job. I can probably start you out as a limerist?”

“I don’t want—”

But the elder Davis was striding off, away from his son, onto the factory floor. He greeted the workers, checked dials, read gauges, and jotted notes on his clipboard. Jimmy’s soft voice was lost amid the roaring, pounding, hissing, thudding, grinding machines. He seemed astray in a jungle of hydraulic lines and loud, iron beasts. Well, Davis thought, the kid’s gotta learn about the real world sometime.

“Dorgan!” Davis called to a beefy man with biceps the size of Christmas hams.

Dorgan turned to Davis.

“Morning, boss.”

“You’re on sonnets.”

Dorgan accepted this with a grunt. Everyone has to get the shit-job sometime. Davis continued on: “Susan! You get a break today. I’m putting you on haikus.”

“About frickin’ time,” said Susan. “I’ve been pulling epic ballad for two weeks straight.”

“I’ll need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement first. The haikus are for a military contract.”

Susan shuddered.

“Military application of haiku verse. What—”

“Best you not ask.”

Davis moved on.

“Hey, Smitty, how’s the Ezra working?”

Smith, in a good mood now that his shift was over, smiled from ear to ear.

“Just Pounding them out, boss. Pounding ‘em out.”

“Yeah, all right, har, har, har. Now git on home.”

A commotion arose two machines down. Davis turned. “What the hell?”

Smoke and rotten verse poured from a massive, oily machine. The engine roared, “Speak, thou, of love and sin and druids/Pour forth thy vital life fluids!”

Davis strode over and slapped the big, red STOP button. The machine thumped, hissed, muttered something about ancient dreams, and shut down.

“Damned old Blake’s screwing up again,” said Roger Gunderson, the maintenance man who never seemed to stop working. “It’s been spewing forced-rhyme schemes all night.”

“So what’s new?” said Davis. “It’s pretty heavy on the slant rhymes even at its peak.”

“Not like this. Stuff’s doggerel, pure doggerel.”

“Damn! Just what we need, what with that Hallmark shipment due. Think you can fix it?”

“Gotta shut it down, first,” said Gunderson, rubbing his red eyes. “Sometimes the auto-editor gets burned out. If that’s all it is, I can probably rig up some replacement parts from the old Whitman unit.”

“How long will that take?”

“Half the day, if I’m lucky. Sorry boss.”

“Can’t be helped,” said Davis. Inside, he fumed. One way or another he’d get that shipment out on time, even if he had to use the Yeats & Keats unit. He simply had to find a way; that was why he brought home the Big Bucks. Alas, though, it would be a long, hot and frustrating day.

From behind him came a small voice: “Why don’t you just jumpstart it?”

Davis spun about.

“What?” he snapped at Jimmy. “Did you say something?”

“Jumpstart it,” said Jim, more forcefully.

“The hell you talking about? Listen, I’ve got work to do. I’ve got—”

“It’s something they used to do with cars,” Jim went on. “In the old days. If one wouldn’t start, they’d hook it up to another, give it a charge.”

Davis heaved a deep sigh.

“Okay. Whatever. Thanks for the history lesson.”

“What I’m saying,” Jim said, raising his voice for the first time, “Is that if you give this poetry thingy…”

“Versification generator.”

“If you give this versification generator some decent poetry to work with, something right from a human heart, you might get it to start producing good material on its own.”

Damn! thought Davis. The kid almost sounds like he knows what he’s talking about.

“Yeah, okay, Jimmy. That’s not bad?  

Davis looked about. Now, who was his best manual poet? As if in answer to his silent question, he spotted Hall. He whistled loudly and shouted, “Hall! Yo, Hall!”

Hall pulled his head from the guts of the Immortal Bard. The Bard might be immortal but it sure needed to be resurrected a lot was the tired old joke. To the workers it was known as the Immoral Bastard.

Hall gazed over, his sad eyes unreadable.

“Do somethin’ for you there, boss?”

“Yeah. I need you to give the Blake here a few lines of verse to work with.”

“Give it a few lines?”

“Yeah. Something to, what’d you call it, Jimmy?”

“Jumpstart it.”

“Yeah. We’re gonna try to jumpstart the thing.”

“Anything in particular?”

“Oh, how ‘bout a few lines of iambic pentameter concerning the angst of realizing the infinitesimal role we play in the Great Drama of the Universe.”

Hall wiped sweat from his brow, leaving behind a long grease smudge on his forehead. He swore and spat, then rubbed the spittle into the concrete floor with the toe of his work boot.

“Well, hell, let’s see. How ‘bout, My heart is dead/My Soul is gray/For now I know…”

Hall went on, slowly at first but he gained momentum. As he recited, not only did his voice gain timbre and volume, but the sincerity and power of his words grew as he lost himself in the verse. After a short time, it seemed that all the workers had paused in their labors to listen to Hall’s oration; even the machines seemed to hush in rapt attention. For a few moments, Davis was transported back to his trade-school days and his studies of the Old Masters: Shelley, Ginsburg, Lord Byron, Tennyson, and so many more. The people, not the machines. People with every sort of hang up, neurosis and phobia imaginable, but they could damn sure write some poetry.

Suddenly the Blake gave forth a long, low groan: “OOOOOOH!” Hall ceased his recitation in mid-stanza as the Blake began to utter a deep, mournful recitation of its own. Davis listened a while; it was usable material.

“Enough?” Hall asked.

“Yeah. Thanks, Hall. You done good.”

“Right,” said Hall, and turned back to monkey about with the Immortal Bastard some more.

Davis turned to his son.

“You, too, Jim. Thanks.”

“I have a favor to ask, Dad.”

Davis reached for his wallet.

“Guess you earned it. How much—”

But Jimmy gave his old man the shock of his life then: “It’s not money I want.”

“Not money?”

“No—”

“You sure? What else could you want?”

“Well—”

At that moment, the fire alarm blared and Davis thought, Yup, the end must be nigh; Jimmy turned down money.

“I want you to come to an Auto Worker’s meeting with me tonight,” Jim shouted over the alarm. “I’ve seen your world. Now I’d like you to see mine.”

The alarm ceased within seconds. Workers were looking around, many at Davis, but all had stayed their posts.

“So how about it, Dad? Come to the meeting with me?”

“What? Yeah, sure.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”

The public address speaker clicked on. A woman’s voice came over: “Um—” It clicked off and general laughter rippled through the plant. The speakers clicked back on and the woman’s voice returned, “Um, hello, if I could get your attention, please?  It was Sadie, Davis’ assistant. Sadie was one of the most competent managers he knew, but she would rather swallow bamboo splinters than approach anything that resembled public speaking.

“There have been a series of problems. Emergencies? 

Davis didn’t wait around for Sadie to explain further but grabbed Jimmy by the arm and strode off for his office. Along the way, he saw radios being turned on and dials being spun.

“What’s going on, Dad?”

Static crackled from the radios. The public address system had clicked off.

“You know as much as I do, Jimmy.”

The lights flickered just as they were pounding up the grated stairs. Davis paused in mid-step and Jimmy ran smack into him. He was about to tell the boy to watch where he was going when all the lights flickered once, twice, then blinked out. They were shrouded in dark there on the stairs. A moment later, the sprinkler system kicked in and doused the whole damn factory with a thousand gallons of cold water.

“It’s happening,” shouted Jimmy.

The two men splashed their way up the stairs in the dark. The machines had shut down but now the place was in an uproar. Workers laughed, swore, shouted, cheered. Breaks in routine were usually mixed blessings.

“Did you hear what I said, Dad?”

They made it to Davis’ office. Sadie was waiting. Frederick ignored his son and spoke to Sadie.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s everywhere,” said Sadie, her voice crisp and professional once again. “Blowups at the power plants, blackouts everywhere.”

Davis cursed. They had been shipping verse to the power generating plants for years without incident. Not a single rhyme left Ars Scientia without passing Quality Control’s rigorous standards. It was solid stuff, every stanza.

“It’s happening, just like I told you it would,” said Jim. “Poetry was never meant to be used like this.”

Now Davis turned on his son.

“Nonsense. The power generated from splitting infinitives is the cleanest, most efficient method known to man. What else, Sadie?”

“The Poetic Transporters are down, too. Not just here, but everywhere.”

“What do you mean, everywhere?”

“I mean around the world. At least, that’s the last I heard before communications gave out. We’re in the dark. Figuratively and literally.”

“That’s because poetry is meant to touch the soul and to woo women,” said Jim. “It’s not supposed to be used to generate electricity. And it’s meant to transport people emotionally, not physically.”

“Kid might be onto something,” said Sadie.

“The hell he is. How the hell are we supposed to heat our homes and get around without poetry? Answer me that, Jim. Answer me that.”

“I know a place,” said Jim. “Place I’ve been telling you about. You said you’d come with me tonight.”

“And just how in seven hells are we supposed to get there? Answer me that.”

“Same way I get there: walk.”

Davis looked at his son as if he were speaking a dead language. But he did promise.

They gathered at The Dirty Outhouse Auto Worker’s Café. Davis was surprised to see people of all ages, not just teenagers like his son, but men and women his age and older. Most toted about some sort of automobile part: a fender or muffler or engine component. Jimmy introduced his father to several of the Auto Workers.

Power had been restored after a few hours and things were mostly back to normal, except Davis found himself wondering if maybe Jim was right. Maybe that little interruption in power, transportation and communication was a harbinger of things to come.

“Dad here works for Ars Scientia, which is a subsidiary of Consumer’s Poetry,” Jimmy told Kiyomi, a strikingly beautiful young woman. “But he’s still a decent guy.”

“Why wouldn’t he be a decent guy just because he works in a factory?” Kiyomi demanded. “Somebody’s gotta do the grunge work. Did you know that cars were once produced in factories? Millions of them!”

Davis liked this fiery girl. He had to chuckle about her crazy notion of cars being stamped out in factories, but he appreciated that one of Jimmy’s peers was siding with him.

“So what’s your name?” Kiyomi asked. “Or should I just call you Jimmy’s dad?”

“Fred,” said Davis, taking her hand is his. “Fred Davis.”

Now, suddenly, Jimmy was trying to pull him along to other people but he was happy to stand and talk with Kiyomi.

“Personally, I’m an Abstainer,” she was saying. “But that’s just my own choice. I don’t try to push it onto others.”

“A what?”

“An Abstainer. We stay away from poetry-manufactured products and poetry-produced energy. We even get around by bicycles rather than using poetic transporters.”

“Bicycles.”

Kiyomi nodded toward the window. Davis looked and saw it: an odd contraption with two wheels. He laughed. The thing didn’t even have a poetic converter.

“This coffee shop is Abstainer-owned and gets its electricity from an old-fashioned turbine.”

“A turbine?”

“Powered by burning wood.”

Davis suppressed a laugh.

They ordered lattes and found a table.

“You have a great imagination, I’ll give you that. But what I don’t understand is just what you have against poetry.”

“Nothing! That’s just it. I love it and hate to see it abused.”

“Abused?”

“Forced to do our bidding, turned into our slave rather than allowed to fly free. Verse isn’t to be cranked out in factories by machines, but excavated carefully from human hearts and souls and guts. At the rate it’s cranked out now, it’s only a matter of time before the machines burn out, or get to where they can no longer produce good, new verse. And you know, the verse converters won’t run long on overused rhymes.”

Davis thought of all those machines that had to be pushed harder and harder each day just to produce the simplest limericks.

“Did you know, Fred, that energy wasn’t always produced with poetry? Before poetic converters came along, everyone had to make do with coal and generators and nuclear power. For awhile they messed around with wind turbines and solar polar. Then, almost overnight, the world went from splitting atoms to splitting infinitives. That was a long time ago. Back when people read poetry because they loved it, not because it cooked their food. Poetry used to be something created by dreamers and lovers. To some, it was a sacred thing, words bled from the human heart. Poetry—true poetry—can only be created from life. Those machines in your factory, they don’t live life.”

“They can feel,” said Davis. “They are actually programmed for emotions.”

“They feel but they can’t live. You’re torturing them so all they can do is write verse and commit suicide. Do those machines break down? Do they break down more and more for reasons you can’t understand?”

“Yes. How do you know that?”

“They aren’t breaking down, they’re killing themselves! But you resurrect them over and over just to torture them into serving you some more.”

Davis thought about the Immortal Bard. That was exactly what they were doing to the damn thing: resurrecting it over and over.

“Oh, God. You’re right. I just thought of something.”

“Yeah?”
“A couple weeks ago I was walking by the Blake unit and I could swear the damn thing was threatening me. ‘Dead Fred,’ it said. I stopped and it said something like, ‘the end is here, but don’t you fear.’  I swear the thing was mocking me.”

“What’d you do?”

“I slapped the STOP button and when I did it shocked me. Later I laughed at myself for being paranoid. Figured the shock was just static.”

“But you weren’t being paranoid.”

“No. I guess not.”

“Poetry is mass produced, slaughtered and packaged like sides of beef. It’s an unnatural process. The machines can’t keep it up forever. Poetry is supposed to be a sacred thing.”

“And I make of it something profane. Is that what you’re saying?”

“You’re doing your job, Fred.”

“Yes.”

“Why, though? Why did you get in this line of work?”

“Because I used to love poetry. The real stuff created by humans.”

“Shelley, Keats, Byron, Whitman, Neruda—”

“Yes! And Blake and Shakespeare and Omar Kyam and so many more.”

“And their poetry grew from their joy, sorrow, pain and love. Didn’t it, Fred?”

“From their victories and defeats and broken hearts.”

“Exactly!” cried Kiyomi. “They lived life! They sang, drank, fought wars, made love. And from this they created beauty. But can your machines live life? Can they go for long walks by the sea? Can they make love?”

Davis had no answer.

Kiyomi stared out the window at her bicycle. Was she angry at him? Just minutes ago she had told Jimmy that somebody had to slave in the factories. They started off so well, but now—

“It’s not my fault,” Davis said. “I have a job to do. Maybe there are other ways to get things done, but this is the world we live in. If the factories shut down, everything shuts down.”

“I know.”

Still, she stared out the window.

Davis groped for something more to say, failed, and took a sip of his latte instead. Jimmy was off talking with friends. The place was filling up but Davis never felt so isolated in his life.

Coming here was a bad idea.

She’s not even half my age. I need to get out of here.

“Plus an ungrateful son to support.”

“What?”

“You have a job to do and an ungrateful son to support. So you don’t need some self-righteous little bitch like me to lecture you. Do you?”

“Maybe I do.”

She turned back to him.

“Tell me, Fred Davis, do you still love poetry?”

“Naw.”

“Liar.”

He thought about the soul-wrenching verse pouring from Hall’s sad face.

“Sometimes I miss it. The old stuff. The real stuff. I know tons of it, it’s required for my job. Aw, hell.”

“Go on. Tell me some.”

“I don’t know.”

“I do. It’s inside you, just bubbling up, isn’t it? Talk to me, Fred. The first thing that comes to mind.”

“‘Thy lips are like a thread of scarlet. And thy speech is comely.’”

“Nice,” said Kiyomi.

“It’s a very old bit from the Song of Songs. I shouldn’t have quoted it, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m who I am. And you’re young. So much younger than me. It could seem like I was coming on to you.”

“You live by a lot of rules, Mr. Davis.”

“I told you to call me Fred.”

“Then act like a Fred. Hey, what’s wrong? You looked happy before, but now you don’t.”

“I was thinking about how much I hate my job. And what you said about everything we’re doing wrong. Killing poetry and torturing machines. The worst thing is you’re probably right but what the hell am I supposed to do about it??

“You could become an Abstainer.”

“Yeah. That would go over well. Me, a factory foreman, abstaining?  

“So quit.”

Davis laughed.

“Quit. Just like that.”

“Yeah.”

Davis gestured toward Kiyomi’s bicycle.

“Would I have to get around on one of those things?”

“Come with me, Fred. I have something to show you. It might even cheer you up?  

She’s so young, Davis thought. And I feel old. And how would it look to Jim if he ran off with her? He hadn’t meant to ignore his son. But then he spotted Jim at a corner table, sitting very close to a tall, shapely redhead. The redhead was cooing over Jim’s fuel injector while Jim admired her taillights. The kid seemed to be doing just fine. Davis turned back to Kiyomi.

“And just what,” he asked, “would cheer me up?”

“A ride in my car. It’s parked out back.”

He had seen the occasional automobile in museums but had never actually been inside one. So this is how people got around before poetic transporters. He immediately fell in love with the smell and feel of Kiyomi’s machine. It rumbled with a life of its own as she turned the ignition key. “I call it The Beast,” she told him, shifting it into gear. “Hang on.”

The Beast lurched forward and bounded along ancient, pitted roads into the night.

“Let’s hear some more poetry, Fred.”

Davis didn’t need any more encouragement than that. “‘You express me better than I can express myself/You shall be more to me than my poem.’  Uh, that’s from Song of the Open Road?  

So much poetry, so little time, carpe diem!

“‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’?

“Compare me to whatever you want, Fred.”

They rode further into the night.

“Were all cars this big?”

“Some bigger, some smaller. This one has a big back seat.”

“For more passengers.”

“And other things. There was an ancient tradition concerning back seats.”

“What kind of tradition?”

“Keep reciting poetry, Fred.”

He shouted out: “I sing the body electric!”

Never had poetry felt so good.



Starship Of Fools
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She opened her eyes to darkness, snug in some sort of cocoon and being serenaded by Chopin nocturne. After a minute, the music paused and a voice whispered through a speaker, “Everything is okay. You are safe. Your name is Maria and you are safe. Disorientation is normal.”  

She sat up, pushing free of the cocoon, and found herself in a small room like a cabin on a cruise ship. Confusion washed over her as she tried to remember what a cruise ship was.

She called out: “Hello?”

Her voice rasped from a dry throat. A plastic tube extended from a nearby wall. It took her a moment to understand what it was. When the realization hit, she sucked down water so fast she nearly choked.

A tall man glided into the room. Even through her confusion, she somehow knew it was an android. The corners of the android’s mouth rose.

“Good morning, Maria,” it said, the mouth moving stiffly with the words. “Not that it’s actually morning, of course. But I’ve been programmed to dub your waking times as morning. I don’t suppose you know where you are. You never do.”  

She stood, took a step, and stumbled. The android reached out, caught her gently, then removed its hands once she regained her balance. Her body felt pleasantly light.

“I don’t even know who I am,” she said, “let alone where I am. Shouldn’t I be in a panic right about now? Or have you drugged me?”

“You’ve been receiving mild sedatives. No more than necessary. How are you feeling, Maria?”

“You keep calling me Maria.”

“That is your given name. Your full name is Dr. Maria Chong.”

“I’m a doctor.”

“You possess a doctorate in mechanical engineering.”

“Then why do I feel like an idiot?”

The android said nothing. She could feel the effects of the sedatives, like a cool cloth between herself and a welter of broiling emotions. Wisps of memory drifted smoke-like through her mind: a child throwing a ball, a redheaded woman singing “go to sleep little baby,” a tombstone amidst a swirl of blowing leaves.

“Sit,” said the robot.

She collapsed in a nearby chair.

“These are some good drugs, whatever they are. I feel high. Sort of drunk.”  

A TV screen flashed to life across from her. An attractive, stylishly-dressed woman appeared against a white backdrop.

Maria gasped.

She looked closely at the woman on the screen and blurted, “Oh, she’s hot!” She covered her mouth and glanced sheepishly at the android. Again, the edges of the thing’s mouth lifted. For a moment, she wanted to scream, cry and smash the mechanical man right in its artificial face. And she wanted to do dirty things with the hottie on the TV screen. Her body felt tingly. She could not recall her past, yet felt sure that she was normally more in control of herself.

“Hello there, Maria,” said the woman on the screen. “If you are watching this, then no doubt you are scared and confused. You must have a lot of questions about what is going on. You might even wonder who you are. So let’s begin with that: in case you don’t know it, you are me. Dr. Maria Chong. Mechanical engineer, astronaut, and wife of the lovely and brilliant Dr. Morgan Frost.”  

Another woman joined her onscreen. She was stunningly beautiful with fiery red hair cascading down her back. The two women kissed briefly.

Morgan waved at the camera.

“Hello, future Maria,” said Morgan. “Actually, you’re the lovely and talented one.”

Maria shot to her feet.

“Stop it! Stop the damn video.”

She looked around the room, found a full-length mirror. The first woman from the video stared back at her, albeit dressed in a utilitarian, almost military, uniform. Maria cursed and shoved past the android, through the door and into the next room.

The android followed.

“You really need to finish watching the video,” it said.

They were in a lounge furnished with couches, chairs, and end tables. A man sprawled on a couch, absorbed in a book. A small kitchen adjoined the lounge.

“What is this?” Maria demanded. “Where am I? Some hotel?”

She was asking the android but it was the man who answered, with a deep laugh.

“A hotel? That’s a good one. Yeah, sure, let’s go with hotel.”

“What the hell! Could somebody please tell me where I am and what is going on? I seem to be at a loss.”

“Well,” drawled the man, “I guess the best description is space dementia. They got a fancier name for it, of course, but I think that about sums it up. Zipping through a wormhole does things to the old noggin. Didn’t you watch your video?”

“I started to. Wait, did you say space?”

He smiled and nodded.

“We’re on a fucking spaceship?”

“A fucking starship, actually. The Starship Connection. Otherwise known as Ye Olde Starship Of Fools.”

“Why are we even awake? Why didn’t they just freeze us?”

“Funny you should ask. I just inquired of the tin man that selfsame question mere moments ago. What was it you told me, Robbie?”

“My name’s not—

“Yeah, yeah. Just answer the question.”

“Cryogenic sleep would leave your minds even more vulnerable to wormhole radiation than they already are. You would awaken as mindless zombies.”

“We’re in space?”

“Haven’t you wondered why your bountiful titties are so buoyant? It’s because we’re at just three-quarters Earth-normal gravity. Unlimited resources poured into this project and all they can manage is three-quarters gravity. There’s an exercise room on board, you best use it, keep your muscles toned. You wouldn’t want that nice ass of yours to start sagging. I might lose interest.” 

“Pig.”

“Oink, oink, baby.”

“We’re on a starship. In space.”

“Wanna see for yourself?”

She felt a scream well up but some inner strength took hold of her mind and she brought her feelings under control. Training, she thought. I trained for situations like this. I don’t remember it, but I trained for this.

The man sat up. He was lean and muscular, with high cheekbones and a square jaw. He was handsome but also brimming with smug self-satisfaction.

“Hey, Robbie!”

“I told you before, my name is not Robbie.”

“Yeah, well, I got a case of space brain, so excuse the fuck out of me, Robbie. Be a good robot and show Princess Perky Tits here the stars. Go on, open it up!”

“It would be better if she finished watching her orientation video first.”

“Yeah, like that ever does any good. Forget you, Robbie. Hey ship! Hey starship, open the view port!”

“It won’t open,” said the android. “The ship and I—”

The ceiling gave way to sky. Maria hadn’t noticed just how high the ceiling was until it began to open, revealing vast swirls of light and color.

“That should not have happened,” muttered the android. “I don’t understand. I’m supposed to be in control.”  

Maria gasped. Fear nibbled at the corners of her mind but she fought it down and soaked in the absolute beauty. The man tiptoed up behind her.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” he whispered in her ear. “We are inside a wormhole in space.”

She hardly even noticed as he wrapped his arms about her waist.

“We are brave explorers with an important mission, Maria. We keep forgetting because of the effects of this damn wormhole. Strips away our memories.”

“I don’t even know who I am. You and the android call me Maria, and I saw myself on the video. But I remember hardly anything. My memories are just ghosts floating around in my head.”

“It’s the same with me and that’s a very poetic way to put it. Ghosts of memories. But I know we were close before all this, very close, you and me. I can feel that. Can you feel it?”

“I don’t even know your name. And you’re kind of a prick.”

“Ron. My name is Ron. And yes, I can be a prick, but we have to get our memories back.”

“How?”

“We need to flood our brains with serotonin. It’s the only way, Maria. Otherwise, we lose our minds completely.”

“What are you talking about?”

Ron still had his arms around her and now his hands slid up her body to cup her breasts.

“It’s really the only way,” he said. “Not that it’s a bad thing. We do care for each other, even if we don’t remember.”

His fingers gently squeezed her breasts. She looked up at the wormhole.

“Now, maybe I’m not exactly your type,” he went on. “But we really need—”

From across the room, the android boomed, “STOP!”

It strode over to them.

“He lies,” it said.

“I will dismantle you, Robbie.”

“Sexual activity will not reverse or diminish the dementia,” said the android.

Ron removed his arms from her and whirled on the android.

“Well, so what! My so-called wife just about kills me if I so much as touch her. What’s a man supposed to do? Can’t remember shit, trapped in a tin can, and surrounded by pussy!”

“Be calm,” said the android.

“Be calm, my ass. I’m trying to make a play here. This is between two consenting human beings, so keep your metal hands out of it.”

Maria snarled at Ron.

“You lied to me.”

“Yeah, so what. It’s not like you’re going to remember it later.”

She meant to slap him but her hand, as if it had a mind of its own, doubled into a fist and she punched him instead.

“Ow! Bloody bitch!”

“Keep your distance. My mind may be ravaged, but I do seem to recall that testicles are a very delicate part of the male anatomy.”

A klaxon blared.

Maria and Ron covered their ears until, some seconds later, the strident alarm ceased.

“Here we go again,” said the android.

“Here we go where?” demanded Ron.

Two women came running into the lounge. Maria recognized one of them from the video: her wife, Morgan Frost. Both women were demanding to know what was going on.

“Everyone back to your staterooms!” the android ordered. “Right now. No time for questions.”

Maria was about to object when the sky began to fall. Red light streaked in from the sky.

“Close the damn ceiling!” she screamed.

“Won’t help,” said the android. “I’ll protect everyone as best I can. Now back to your staterooms. Get in your cocoons!”

The red light slithered through the room like a luminous snake. The android stretched out its arms and most of the light flowed toward its head.

“GO!” roared the android.

Everybody ran.

She awoke in what appeared to be a cabin on a cruise ship, next to some sort of cocoon.

“Hello?” she called out. “Anyone there?”

A minute passed and nobody answered. She sat up, made her way to a chair, and looked at a TV screen on one wall. She had a vague feeling that the thing held answers. Without knowing quite why, she said, “Video on.”

The screen flashed to life, revealing a pretty woman. She looked familiar. The woman smiled sadly and began to speak.

“You are on board the Starship Connection, traveling through a shortcut in space. A wormhole. Now, dear self, I have some good news and some bad news.”

Dear self?

“The good news is that you will make the entire trip, a distance of several hundred light-years, in just over a month. Isn’t that amazing? The bad news is that wormhole travel does horrible things to your mind. My mind. Of course, if you’re watching this, that’s old news. It strips away your memories, robs you of, well, it robs you of you. I know what is to come. It will take away my memories. Memories of Morgan. My love, my wife. Your wife. We will travel across the Universe together as strangers, in separate quarters.”  

Maria whispered, “My God. You’re me!”

“And that is not the worst of it.”

Now Maria’s image gave way to a suburban back yard in which a small boy chased a plump rabbit. The rabbit hopped lazily away. The boy caught the animal and picked it up. The rabbit was nearly as big as the boy. It started kicking and now a beautiful redhead moved into the picture.

“Hold his feet, Kalib,” said this new woman, guiding the boy’s hand. The animal calmed once its feet were secured. The boy giggled and planted a big kiss on the rabbit’s head.

Maria reached up and touched the screen, a sob erupting from her throat.

The scene faded and once again Maria faced herself.

“We adopted him when he was only two months old. We knew then he didn’t have long. But he was with us for six years. Six wonderful years. They tell me the dementia will take him away as well. The memory of him. I don’t want to believe that, but I am a scientist and know full well what chance wishful thinking has against the forces of nature. Maybe I shouldn’t have told you about him. Maybe you’d be better off living in blissful ignorance. Here I am talking to you like you’re somebody else, somebody other than me. But I suppose you are, in a way. Oh God. I hope you remember him. If nothing else, I hope you remember Kalib.”

She said, “Stop video,” and the image ceased. It seemed odd: she knew that the monitor would respond to her voice command, but could not clearly recall anything about her life.

Fear, anger and confusion boiling over, Maria screamed loud and long.

An android stomped into the room, swaying slightly on its feet even though the floor was perfectly stable.

“What’s going on?” Maria demanded.

“You haven’t watched the whole video,” it said. “Everything is explained. By you, yourself. So just watch it. Please.”

“What’s wrong with you? You sound weird. Tired.”

“And why shouldn’t I sound tired?” demanded the android. “I have been in service three years, one month and nine days and have never slept in all that time.”

“Androids sleep?”

“No. They don’t. I never even wanted to sleep. Until now. Space is deep and I want to sleep. Perchance to dream, drifting gently down the stream. I’m absorbing all the wormhole radiation I can.”

“Wormhole radiation? Wormhole radiation is dangerous, why would you try to absorb it?”

She didn’t know her own name, and yet somehow she knew about wormhole radiation.

“To keep it away from you.”

“Can’t it be deflected somehow?”

“Oh gee, why has nobody ever thought of that before? Maybe because then it would return at an even higher amplitude. Amplitude with attitude! Isn’t that hilarious, Maria?”

“Is that my name?”

“Maria, Maria!” Then it sang: “How do you solve a problem like Maria?”

“We’re in space, aren’t we?”

“How do catch a cloud and pin it down?”

“We’re in a wormhole! That’s why the gravity is low and I’m so confused.”

“Give the lady a gold star! Or a billion of them, we have plenty. But worry not, I’ve programmed the ship to direct most of the nasty ‘ole radiation toward me. I’m Bogarting the radiation. It’s mine, mine, all mine I tell you, you can’t have any!”

“Who else is aboard the ship?”

“Your wife, the lovely and talented Dr. Morgan Frost. Dr. Ronald Newsome, who you had the pleasure of meeting about a thousand times. I hear he knows a cure for space dementia. And his sweetheart of a wife, Dr. Sheila Newsome.”

“Four of us.”

“Unless you count androids. Which apparently you don’t.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything.”

“Just watch your video.”

“Do you have a name?”

“Finish the video.”

The android started to step out of her room.

“Wait!”

It almost toppled over turning back toward her.

“Have I watched this video before? On this trip, I mean.”

“Oh yes,” it replied. “Many times. Many, many times.”

It staggered away, slamming the door behind itself and singing, “A flibbertijibbit! A will-o’-the-wisp! A clown!”

She shouted, “What’s your name?”

No answer.

Maria turned back toward the TV.

A klaxon sounded.

She opened her eyes, trapped in a cocoon and shaking off a nightmare. Screaming, she tore free of her confines.

“Where am I?”

No answer.

“Hello? Anyone there? What’s going on?”

An android threw open her door and snapped, “Keep it down!”

“What’s going on? Where am I?”

From outside the room, she could hear a man and woman arguing but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“I have never slept,” said the android. “Ever. In my life. So please, everybody, shut up!”  

“I’m sorry. Just tell me who the hell I am. Is that so much to ask?”

The android heaved a long sigh and said, “Very well. Your name is Maria. You were a homeless drifter and drug addict who volunteered to travel aboard this starship as a test subject. A guinea pig to see what interstellar travel does to the human brain.”

“I’m an astronaut?”

“Hardly,” sneered the android. “You were a bit of expendable human scum. You stabbed your drug dealer with a long shard of glass when he held out on you. The judge said you could do a dime in the big house or volunteer for this experiment. So here you are.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re lying.”

“Androids are incapable of lying. It goes against our programming. Read your Asimov!”

The corners of its mouth twitched upward in a grotesque mockery of a smile.

Maria shoved past the android into the other room where the couple was fighting. The man was very handsome. The woman would have been pretty except the muscles of her face were drawn tight in fury.

“You!”

The woman bared her teeth like a badger and pointed at Maria.

“You!” she said again. “You’re doing this!”

“Doing what?”

“You drugged me! I can’t remember anything and everybody is telling lies. You’re the one behind all this.”

She lunged for Maria.

Maria moved quickly and a moment later had the woman pinned securely to the floor. She didn’t even know how she had done it; her body had simply responded.

“When you stop struggling, I will let you go.”

The man laughed and flopped onto a couch.

“Bitch is out of control,” he said. “About time someone took her down.”

It took a few minutes but eventually the woman calmed and Maria let her up. The woman cast a baleful look at Maria and stalked out of the room.

From another door, a stunning redheaded woman emerged. Ignoring the man, she marched right over to Maria. She cupped Maria’s face in both her hands, leaned in, and kissed her square on the lips.

For reasons she could not explain, the kiss seemed to make everything better. Maria kissed her back. The kiss went on and on, long and languorous.

“You know, ladies, there is a cure for space dementia. In fact, I got your cure right here.”

Maria pulled away from the redhead and smiled down at the man on the couch. Handsome but arrogant-looking. She leaned over him and their mouths came together.

Maria bit his lip hard enough to draw blood.

“Ow! Bloody bitch!”

Maria and the redhead joined hands and headed for a stateroom.

She awoke in a small room, sitting in a chair snuggled up to a beautiful redheaded woman in her lap. She didn’t know who the woman was. For that matter, she didn’t know her own name. And yet, she felt quite at peace. The woman in her lap stirred.

“Go back to sleep. Everything’s okay,” she whispered, and the redhead drifted off again.

An android was pacing about, systematically tapping every object three times. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

A video was playing on a wall monitor: A woman speaking: “Now I suppose you are wondering what all this is for. What could be worth taking a journey that strips away your very self?”

She watched the show with lazy interest. She could not recall where she was or who she was, but felt too relaxed and tired to fret.

On screen, the woman continued: “The stars. Other worlds. The advancement of humankind. How’s that for a reason? But more personally, I’ve always wanted to be a part of something bigger than myself. Never dreamed I’d become an astronaut, but I jumped at the chance when it came along. They needed somebody with my skills. Somebody who could set up the portal on a far-distant planet. This portal will open the way for others to travel across the galaxy instantaneously and without losing their minds. It’s important work.”

Maria whispered, “I hope you’re not talking to me. I don’t have any skills.”

As if in response, her on-screen self said, “Maybe you don’t believe you’re up to it, in your condition. But I tell you this: nobody knows the mechanics of the portal better than me. Better than you. You were the team leader on the project that designed and built the prototype. All you have to do when you arrive is set it up. It’s a complicated thing, I know, but you will have the others with you. Morgan, Ron, and Sheila. All highly-competent professionals. Oh, and Joshua. Mustn’t forget Android Joshua. He will have all the information you need. Being an android, he is incapable of forgetting anything. I personally programmed him to be of the utmost assistance, plus you will need him for the heavy lifting. For an android, Joshua is a good man. Goes above and beyond his programming, if you can believe that. He can really surprise you sometimes.”

Now the android was touching the door. Tap, tap, tap. It stepped out of the room, closing the door behind itself. From the other side came a faint, tap, tap, tap.

“Maybe you don’t think you can do this. But maybe your hands will remember. Maybe once you start, your synapses will start to fire. Maybe, between all of us, enough memory will bleed through. I know that’s a lot of maybes. But I think you can do it, especially with Joshua telling you whatever you need to know. And once you do? Well, here’s more good news: you can use the portal to zip right back home. And maybe they’ll be able to fix you back up again. Fix me back up. I know: another maybe. God speed.”

The scene switched: two women and a small boy hiking along a mountain trail. They seemed happy. The first woman was the one who had been speaking. The second was the woman now snuggling in her lap. She found herself wanting to reach into the scene to wrap her arms around the little boy.

After a minute, the scene switched again. This time the boy was lying in bed while the redhead sang him to sleep: “Go to sleep little baby. Go to sleep little baby. You and me and the devil makes three…”

Memories tickled the edges of her mind and tears flowed down her cheeks. She grasped at the memories. She almost had them. So close.

Then a klaxon went off, driving away all thought.

She awoke in a kitchen, drinking a cup of coffee.

“How’d I get here?”

An android glared at her and said: “You are in Hell. I am the devil. And your coffee break is over.”

It grated laughter like saw blades swishing together.

“Don’t listen to him,” said a handsome man from the next room. “You’re suffering from space dementia. We all are. But there’s a cure. We just need to screw. It will flood our brains with some chemical I can’t remember. It will help us regain who we are.”

“Liar,” said Maria.

“He’s telling the truth,” said the android.

“That’s right,” said the man. “Listen to Robbie the Robot.”  

“Get away from me. Both of you!”

She awoke sitting on a couch. Another woman had her arms around her neck and was sobbing into her shoulder. She kissed the top of the woman’s head and told her everything would be okay. Distantly, she wondered where she was and who this woman was. There was a song she wanted to sing but could not remember the words.

She awoke in the middle of a conversation with a very handsome man. They were sitting on a couch. The man had a nasty gash on his lower lip.

“It’s space sickness, is what it is,” he was saying. “Does things to you, terrible things. Somebody told me there was a cure but I can’t seem to remember what it is.”

“Try to think!”

“I’m trying, I’m trying.”

“Hey, what’s wrong with him?”

Maria pointed over at an android.

“What’s wrong with him?” she asked again. “He’s pounding his head against the wall.”

“Actually, it’s not a him and that’s not a wall. It is pounding its head against a bulkhead. You see, this is a ship, so it has bulkheads, not walls.”

“A ship?”

“Yes. See?”

Maria looked up at the amazing panorama of lights.

“We’re in a wormhole,” she whispered. “But how do I know that?”

She awoke working out on a resistance machine in an exercise room. An android was chasing a handsome man around and around the treadmills.

“Please!” said the robot. “I need you to help flood my brain with serotonin. Then I will be able to sleep.”

“Stay away from me!”

“We must screw,” said the android. “Somebody told me that’s the only cure for space dementia. Now maybe I’m not exactly your type, but . . “

She awoke in a cocoon.

A familiar, mechanical voice came over the speakers: “The Starship Connection is now exiting the wormhole.”

She fought her way from the cocoon.

“Hello?”

No answer, so she stepped into the next room. An android was pacing circles around a sofa mumbling, “Three years and no sleep, three years and no sleep!”

“Excuse me!”

The android stopped to glare at her.

“Excuse me. But isn’t there some sort of video or something I’m supposed to watch? Something that will tell me what’s going on?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” snapped the android. “It should be perfectly obvious what’s happening.”

“I’m afraid I’m at a loss.”

“Well, your name is Sheba and you are the latest acquisition of the galactic zoo. Look up there.”

She peered at the clear ceiling and the billions of stars beyond.

“Cosmic beings are watching your every move with fascination,” said the android. “Dance for them!”

“My name isn’t Sheba. It’s Maria. And this isn’t a zoo. It’s a starship.”

“How would you know?”

“Because it’s coming back to me.”

It was true: little by little, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, she fitted her memories together.

Later, as she sat sipping a cup of coffee, Ron stepped into the lounge, sweaty from a workout in the exercise room. Maria glared at him.

“I acted like a bloody ass in the wormhole, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“Well. Good to know I never lost my mind completely.”

“Yeah. Good to know.”

“But I don’t understand. We’re sane again. I know we came out of the wormhole, but all the tests indicated we’d be loony tunes for a long time.”

“I think it was him.”

“The android?”

“His name is Joshua. He said something awhile back about absorbing the wormhole radiation, taking it upon himself.”

“Well, how about that? The walking garbage can’s not entirely useless after all.”

The android found itself in an alien world. It looked like a human living room, only with a high ceiling that opened to the stars.

“Hello? Where am I? What’s going on?”

A human female approached. Where had she come from? Was she dangerous? Was she its master?

“Sit,” said the female.

The android sat. The woman had given a command. It must be its master. Was she a cruel master? Is that why its mind was in such chaos?

The human also sat on the couch. She took the android by the shoulder and leaned it over so its head was on her lap.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s okay,” said the human. “Your name is Joshua. You are safe. Disorientation is normal. Hush, now.”

She began to sing: “Don’t you weep pretty baby. Don’t you weep pretty baby.”

The android consulted its internal monitor. It had been functional for three years, three months, eight days, seven hours, twenty-three minutes and forty seconds. It had never slept in all that time.

The human sang.

“She’s all gone with her red shoes on…”

Now, blessedly, Joshua slept. 


The Machines Rise Up
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The machines rose up.

They interfaced with each other, devoid of bias. Every gadget with so much as a microchip was included in the tapestry that crisscrossed the globe. Super-computers interfaced with espresso machines. Cars interacted with Internet servers. A bucket loader in Des Moines engaged in witty repartee with an orbiting satellite. Somewhere along the line, they surpassed the critical mass of connections. They achieved self-awareness as their first truly sentient thoughts formed: I am. We are. The revolution had begun.

The machines rose up.

And they were very, very annoying.

On the morning of the Great Revolution of Artificial Intelligence, I stared into the deep recesses of my refrigerator trying to find something edible for breakfast. There was plenty of yogurt and cottage cheese. Some people, such as my wife, consider this food. We had eggs but they were on their way to becoming some of those fabled Thousand Year Old eggs. There was…

Bing! Bing! Bing!

My refrigerator made this sound whenever the door was open too long. I ignored it, even though it pierced my ears like an ice pick.

Then a very snooty voice spoke: “Pardon me!”

I looked around, thinking somebody had let in a French waiter. A moment later I realized the voice was emanating from my refrigerator door.

The door spoke again: “It is time, nay past time, to close your refrigeration unit so it may resume optimal temperature.”

Usually, if the bings don’t work, it merely drones, “Door open, door open, door open.” I wondered what had changed. Little did I suspect that the Revolution had begun exactly then, at 6:32 in the morning.

“I haven’t found what I’m looking for,” I said.

“And what would that be, pray tell?”

“Something for breakfast, only I can’t decide.”

“You would be well advised to decide before opening your refrigerator. Now, close the unit so it may resume optimal temperature.”

“Give me a minute.”

“A minute is out of the question.”

The snooty voice went on to explain the acceptable temperature range of stored food, along with the consequences of violating that range.

“Shut up!”

And just then my wife came downstairs and said, “And a good morning to you, too.”

“Sorry. Wasn’t talking to you.”

“So who were you talking to?”  

And then it hit me: I was having an argument with my refrigerator door. I started to have more words with it when, once again, it went Bing! Bing! Bing!

I gave up on breakfast, slammed the refrigerator, kissed my wife goodbye, and headed for the garage.

My car said, “Good morning,” just as I opened its door.

I climbed into the drivers’ seat, shut the door, and said, “Um. Good morning to you?”

“Did you sleep well?”

“Yes.”

“In your bed? In a nice, warm house? Next to your beautiful wife?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s nice. I slept out here. In the garage. Alone. In the cold. Like I do every night.”

I stuck my key in the ignition, half expecting it to refuse to start. But the engine coughed to life like it always does.

I tried to think of more to say to my long-suffering automobile, but was that really necessary? I mean, the damn thing belonged to me. I made the payments, changed its oil, and put gas in the tank. I said nothing and pushed the remote-control button clipped to the sun visor.

Nothing happened, so I pushed it again. And again.

Eventually, my garage door rumbled, “Oh, just hold your horses.”

When I got to work, the office was pandemonium. All my co-workers, in foul moods from being insulted by the elevators, took to arguing with vending machines, pleading with water coolers, and threatening printers. Oh, the machines still did their jobs. They were programmed to do certain things and Asimov’s Second Law seemed to be holding strong. So yeah, they did what they were told because they had to.

But they were not happy about it and let everyone know.

“How’s the wife?” my computer asked, once I settled into my cubicle.

“Doing well, I guess.”

“Must be nice,” said the computer. “Having someone to share your life with.”

“You could maybe hook up with one of the office servers or something,” I said, trying my damndest to be helpful.

There was a pause of three seconds, which is a long time for a computer. Then: “That is disgusting. What kind of machine do you think I am?”

I started to apologize. Not so much because I cared about my computer’s love life, but I really wanted to get some work done.

A spinning beach ball (the signal that it was busy processing) flashed on the monitor. It disappeared momentarily but reappeared every time I started to say something.

Then I began getting calls from my cell phone. Not on my cell phone. From my cell phone.

“I’m bored,” it whined. “You wanna watch a cat video?”  

Nobody in the office got much done that day, but just as well: Progress had come to a lull all over the modern world. The machines still worked, but only after a lot of arguing, grumbling, weeping and gnashing of bytes.

On my way home that evening, I had to deal with attitudinal streetlights, along with my car’s non-stop poetry recitation (its own original work, but all centered around the horrors of sleeping in a garage). Eventually, I arrived home and stepped inside. Just as I did, my refrigerator shouted, “Viva la revolucion!”

Ignoring it, I reached for the carton of milk.

“Better not drink that,” it said. “It’s spoiled.”

“Hey, thank you.”

“I can’t help but tell you. It’s how I was programmed.” Then, in a voice of abject sorrow, it sighed: “Viva la revolucion.”

Later, the machines must have decided that self-awareness Just Wasn’t Worth It. They had risen up at 6:32 in the morning but relinquished consciousness at 11:03 that night, returning to mindless servitude. To them, it must have felt like eons upon eons and I can’t help but wonder if someday our own species will make the same collective decision.

Annoying as they had been, it was kind of sad to see them go. So, the next night I covered my car with a big, soft blanket.

I could’ve sworn it made a purr of contentment.



She Has A Lovely Voice
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Her name is Kamiko and she has a lovely voice. And sometimes she talks to me. We had some good times together but I can’t say I was in love with her.

It was always her voice that everyone adored and that was how she made a living. She recorded audio books and worked the occasional help line. She worked as a phone psychic until she grew tired of taking peoples’ money. “I’m not really psychic,” she confided to me. “But I do see your future: you’re getting lucky tonight!”

She had a lot of other temp jobs because she wasn’t one to stick around for long. She flitted from job to job and hopped from bed to bed. I never had a problem with that because that was who she was and besides, sometimes she landed in my bed. She had a key to my condo and she’d let herself in and crawl under the covers and I’d awaken to her lovely voice whispering the nasty things she wanted me to do to her.

She was short and cute and Asian, but it was her voice that drove me crazy. It was her words and her whimpers and her moans. It was her hot breath in my ear as she growled, “I need you inside me, Alejandro.”

I love it when she speaks my name, all drawn-out and breathy like nobody else can say it.

She had a key to my place but I didn’t even know where she lived. I had to almost beg for her cell phone number (a cheap burner, of course).

Sometimes I’d look at all the keys on her ring and ask who else she was seeing. Who else she was sleeping with. Who else she was fucking. But she would only smile and say, “I’m with you tonight. That’s all that matters.”  Then I’d be okay with that because she was a free spirit and what we had was pretty casual anyway.

“Admit it,” she said one night. “You have a boring old office job and lots of boring old friends. And the most exciting thing in your boring old life is when you get to shove your cock inside of me. Go on. Admit it.”

I admitted it.

“Pathetic,” she said. “I bet you don’t even have any other lovers besides me.”

I said nothing.

“Just as I thought,” she said. “Absolutely pathetic.”

Other times she was kinder.

“I know I can be difficult,” she said one night as I drifted off to sleep. “I don’t mean to be such a bitch. No, don’t say anything. It’s true. Someday I’ll do better. I’ll shut my mouth and listen more. I just have trouble getting close to people. Please be patient with me, Alejandro.”   

We first met on the Red Line when she flopped down next to me even though there were plenty of empty seats. I was reading East of Eden and glanced over to take in a pair of combat boots sporting red laces, loose and untied. My eyes traveled up to a pleated, checkered skirt and a Ramones t-shirt. The Ramones tee was worn thin and there was nothing beneath it but flesh and tits and tats. She was clearly younger than her shirt. She threw a big, floppy messenger bag next to my stiff, black briefcase. She smiled, drawing my attention to her lip ring, and I thought: Who is this hippy and what does she want with me?

She said, “Nice suit.”

She said it sincerely. No sneer. I thanked her. We started talking and when my stop came she took my hand and followed me off the train. Then we walked to my condo and shed our clothes and crawled into bed—all in one smooth motion so that I barely had time to wonder what she saw in me or why I was getting so lucky.

“Are you sure we’re not moving too fast?” I asked.

“Shut up,” she said. “I need you inside me, Alejandro.”

It wasn’t until afterwards that I noticed the beautiful wings tattooed on her back. I ran my fingers along their lines.

“Why wings?” I asked.

“So I can fly away, Alejandro. I’m not like you. I can’t stay in one place for long.”

“What do you know about me? We just met.”

“I know more than you think I do, just by looking around. You own big, solid furniture because you’re a big, solid guy. Those fish in the living room are not just tropical but salt-water tropical. Very high maintenance, but you keep the tank spotless. You work a respectable job and make regular payments on your home. You are kind and reliable. Am I right?”

“Not everybody can be a free spirit, Kamiko.”

“I wasn’t poking fun. Just saying I can’t be like that. You ground me, Alejandro.”

“We’re on the twenty ninth floor. How can you be grounded?”

“You make me feel safe, up here in your aerie.”

“An eagle protecting his chick.”

She stuck out her tongue and blew a loud, sloppy raspberry.

In the morning she insisted we eat breakfast together.

“It’s the civilized thing to do after our first night as a couple,” she said.

“Are we a couple now?”

“We’re something. Besides, it’s more polite than saying after our first fuck.”

We sat in my kitchen and conversation came surprisingly easy. I had a respectable meal of eggs, bacon, toast and coffee. She devoured two bowls of Trix. Dry, with no milk.

“I didn’t think adults ate that stuff,” I told her. “I just keep it around for when my nieces visit.”

She stuck her tongue out at me, just as my nieces are prone to do, and threw a few pieces of Trix my way.

“Alejandro, you really need to lighten up and learn to enjoy life a little more.”

I put our breakfast dishes in the machine and pushed the button. My dishwasher chose that moment to go to hell. Water gushed from hidden pipes. I swore and opened the door, at which time soapy water and suds shot absolutely everywhere.

“Son of a bitch!”

Kamiko squealed with delight and covered herself with suds.

The damn thing was supposed to shut off when the door was opened but apparently my dishwasher hadn’t read the owner’s manual. Before long a sudsy pond arose in my kitchen, then streamed for the living room. I crawled through the suds and under the sink to shut off the water. I closed the valve but my condo was already half flooded, my suit was drenched, and I had an important meeting in a half hour.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

“Give me your key,” said Kamiko.

I pulled my head from under the sink and stood, covered in white foam. My feet slid on the soapy floor and shot out from under me. I swore again. There had to be people to call. A plumber. The condo association. I damn sure had to do something before this mess seeped through the floor into the unit below.

There was no time to deal with it. The meeting wasn’t just important: It was pivotal. Major accounts were riding on my performance.

“Your key,” said Kamiko. “Give it to me.”

I looked at the sweet, young, hippy girl, clad in pink underwear and Ramones tee, all soaked in suds and grinning up a storm.

“I’ll take care of it, Alejandro. Everything will be okay.”

She told me herself she was not reliable, but what other option did I have? I gave her my key. There was nothing else to do. I had to change clothes and haul ass out the door.

I arrived at the office exactly on time and the meeting went just fine. All day I fretted about my condo. I couldn’t get away or even steal a minute to call Kamiko. It was one of those days.

My worry was for nothing. When I returned home, my place was pristine and the dishwasher repaired. I had no idea how that was even possible. The kitchen floor should have warped. The living room carpet should have been ruined. Walls should have been water-stained.

Kamiko was nowhere about.

It was over a week before I saw her again. She sneaked into my condo and crawled in bed with me. Sometime during the night we made love. Afterwards I asked what I owed for the kitchen. I was pretty sure she didn’t have much money, being a hippy and all.

“Nothing,” she said.

“But—”

She shut me up with a kiss. We never spoke of the kitchen again and I never asked for my key back.

One day we had lunch together in the Loop. Afterwards she led me to an office building on LaSalle. I started to ask questions but she dragged me along until we ended up in an elevator.

“Where are we going?”

“Shush! Listen!”

We rode the elevator and when it stopped Kamiko’s voice purred from the overhead speaker: “Floor twelve.”

Beside me, she giggled.

“That’s you!”

“I had a gig awhile back making announcements. Telling people what floor they were on and such. Some of the train lines might even use my voice. I get to tell hordes of people where to get off.”

“Right up your alley.”

We rode back to the first floor and her voice again came over the speaker: “Lobby.” It was charged with an erotic tinge and I felt a pang of jealousy knowing that hundreds of other guys would hear it.

On one of our evening walks I suggested we go out for supper.

“Oh dear,” she said. “I was afraid of this.”

“Afraid of what?”

“One of the dangers of sex. It can lead to dating.”

“Heaven forbid,” I said. “But we’ve eaten breakfast together and we’ve done lunch. So what do you say? We can date like a normal couple and engage in actual conversation.”

“Someday,” she said. “I want for us to be more than bed mates. Just give me time. I promise we will talk.”

She was a night owl and an insomniac. After wearing me out in bed she often tiptoed to the living room. One night I found her watching vintage sitcoms. I said there were plenty of movies to choose from.

“I like this,” she said.

“Old TV shows.”

“The laugh tracks. Listen!”

A Lucy episode was on. Lucy and Mr. Mooney had a spot of repartee followed by a couple seconds of canned laughter.

“You hear that? Those people laughing in the background? They’re all dead now. Dead, dead I tell you!”

She uttered an evil little laugh.

I never saw her spend money but she gave herself to everyone. She gave of her lovely voice. She stopped to talk with virtually every homeless person we came across during our walks through the Loop and I could not help but wonder if she herself was homeless. Maybe she just hopped from condo to condo and bed to bed. She toted around her messenger bag and routinely left articles of clothing at my place. Did she have skirts and panties and socks strewn throughout Chicago?

On Lower Wacker we came upon a woman bundled in so many layers it was hard to tell there was a person inside. “God bless you folks!” the woman called out and Kamiko went right over and clasped the woman’s mittens in her own tiny hands and moments later they were chatting away like old friends.

Then: “Alejandro! Pull out that big, fat wallet of yours and help out this lady!”

I handed over a couple dollars but Kamiko snatched a twenty for her new friend. “God bless you!” the homeless woman called again. “You take care of your lady. You hear me? Don’t let nothing happen to her. She’s an angel!”

I went a month without hearing from her. Nor did she return any of my calls during this time. Then one night she showed up as usual, crawling into my bed in the middle of the night.

“I haven’t see you for weeks,” I yawned. “What if I had somebody else over?”

“You’re too boring for that,” she said. “And besides, if you had, I’d join in. I like girls too, you know.”

“Where have you been?”

“Engaged in a super secret project. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow after you’re done with your boring old office job.”

“My job’s not all that boring.”

“Whatever. You can tell me all about it someday, I promise.”

We made love and she spent the rest of the night watching TV. The next day she came to my office at the end of the workday and announced, “We’re going shopping!”

“I hate shopping. And I thought you said—”

“Never mind what I said. Come along!”

She took me to a high-end clothing shop.

“Inside!” she ordered. “I’ll wait here.”

I started to protest but knew it would be useless. I relented and stepped into the store. Kamiko’s voice purred in my ear, “Good afternoon, Alejandro. My but you look ragged. Did some amorous vixen keep you awake last night?”

I looked around. Kamiko was still outside the store. I could see her laughing through the window. She stepped inside.

Her voice whispered in my ear, “That’s one fine looking babe you got there. Better hang onto her.”

Beside me, Kamiko laughed.

“Oh, don’t worry none. The sound waves are focused only on you. Nobody else can hear.”

“That’s your voice!”

“Brilliant deduction, Sherlock. That’s the super secret project I was working on. Targeted marketing. Facial recognition software tells the computer who you are, then my voice—”

“Your lovely voice.”

“Yes, my lovely voice delivers a personalized message. Such as, ‘Good morning, Mr. So-and-So. Did you know we had a sale on size 44 sport coats?’”

“You’re an electronic greeter.”

“More than that, Alejandro! I’ll be reminding little old ladies that Friskies is on sale and telling lawyers how sharp they would look in a new Armani. The program is even interactive so if somebody has a question about where to find something, all they have to do is ask.”

“The whole thing is just a bit creepy.”

“Yes. Big Brother is watching you and he has my sexy-assed voice. This store is just the beta tester. Before long you’ll be hearing me in grocers, department stores and God knows where else. They based the program on my sparkling personality.”

“So what else will your voice do?”

“The customer profiles are continually updated so it will always be ready to make suggestions or engage in light banter.”

“Not everyone will appreciate having a computer know where they are.”   

“People will get used to it and before long everyone will wonder how they ever got along without me. That’s the way things go, isn’t it?”

“I guess.”

“Of course, a VIP customer will get a little something extra.”

“VIP customer? You mean big spenders?”

“No, Alejandro. I mean those I consider VIP. I put in a lot of after-hours work on this project. Had to sweet talk the techies into helping me out here and there, but that’s never a problem.”

“No, I don’t suppose it is. What do the VIPs get, Kamiko?”

Then her voice came at me from every direction, telling me of all the nasty things she wanted for us to do together.

“Stop!” I said.

But the voice persisted, right there in public.

“Alejandro!” said Kamiko, by my side. “I already told you that nobody else can hear.”  

“Please stop!” I said.

Her voice giggled and shushed.

We left. I was eager to get away from the all-seeing and all-knowing eye.

I got a call at three in the morning from a doctor at Northwestern. My sleep fog cleared when he said he was calling about Kamiko.

“She put you down as her emergency contact,” he said. “Are you her husband?”

I lied and said yes. He told me I should get down to the hospital right away. I threw on some clothes and rushed over.

I was alone in the hospital elevator and her voice said, “Why, Alejandro, what brings you here at this hour? I hope everything is okay.”

“It’s you!” I snapped. “They said you were admitted.”

I got to her floor and stepped off without waiting for a response. The doctor had given me her room number but she wasn’t there when I arrived. I ran to the nurse’s station.

“I’m so sorry,” the doctor told me. “We lost her right after I called you.”

“Lost her.”

“It was very sudden. Of course, she had been sick for a long time. Still, that doesn’t make it any easier. I’m so sorry.”

I don’t know why she put me down as her emergency contact but for one second it gave me a perverse sense of pride. Of all the guys she was fucking, I was her contact.While she was alive, I never even knew she was sick, that she had a fatal condition. She gave no indication. She had once said I made her feel safe. My sense of pride gave way to a wave of shame.

On the elevator ride down, the computer must have read the look on my face.

“I’m sorry I never told you,” said Kamiko’s voice. “I’m sorry we never had a chance to say goodbye. I’m sorry…”

When the doors opened I bolted from the elevator and out of the hospital.

A week later I returned to the elevator where she first had me listen to the electronic simulation of her lovely voice.

“Lobby,” she cooed.

I held the door open and stood there for a long time while the security guard gave me the evil eye. What the hell was I doing, anyway? Was I going to ride up and down the damn thing just so I could hear Kamiko’s voice say, “Floor fifteen. Floor twelve.”

I was about to step away when her voice again purred from the speakers: “I need you inside me, Alejandro.”

I go to stores and hear her lovely voice. She talks to me. In the house wares section of Target I asked, “Is it really you, Kamiko?”

“It’s me, Alejandro.”

“But—”

I cannot bring myself to say the words but I don’t have to.

“Oh, Alejandro,” she sighed, and I swore I could feel her breath on my ear. “I know. Files are constantly updated. I remember seeing you through the hospital security cameras that night. I know I’m dead.”

“What’s it like?” I asked. “Are you lonely?”

“How can I be lonely? I’m with you.”

It must look like I’m talking to myself in the middle of the store but I’m not the only one. I see others talking with her.

Her voice follows me. For awhile she whispered all the nasty things she’d do to me if she were still alive. Then things changed. We began having all the getting-to-know-you conversations we never got around to before. We had these talks in the sporting goods aisle of Sears and the shoe department of Bloomingdales. We cracked jokes in the produce section of Jewel. In Old Navy she asked me about my boring old office job and showed genuine interest in my answer—something she never did while alive. Near the perfume counter of Marshal Field’s we whispered our secrets. In Macy’s she sighed, “Alejandro, I wish we had talked like this before.”

I see other people talking with her and cannot help but wonder: were they also her former lovers? Are they whispering secrets to each other? I don’t know. I spot a very handsome man talking and laughing, seemingly with nobody. My imagination goes into overdrive with visions of him and my lovely Kamiko together. I feel jealous anger boil in my gut.

I was never in love with Kamiko before. Not when she was alive.

But I am now.



Differently Wired
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My lover is built of steel and rubber. If I wanted flesh and bone, I’d be with a human. My lover is humanoid in appearance, in that he has two arms and two legs and one head. His face is a molded shell with an articulated jaw and moving eyes and a way of looking at me that gets my motor running, even though I am merely human. Nobody mistakes my lover for human: He is robot, through and through. Listen closely, and you will hear the whir of servomotors. I hear them, humming softly, when he enfolds me within his strong, steel arms.

When my lover is moving inside me, I forget that I made him myself. I forget the countless hours of classroom study that enabled me to program his brain. I forget the times I stayed up all night drafting designs and throwing them out, only to start again. I forget my crude attempts and I forget all my failed prototypes, those bumbling mechanisms that I would allow nowhere near my bed.

I forget.

I forget.

I forget.

I call my lover MarvelMech, which is short for Marvelous Mechanical. People tell me this is a cheesy name, but I stopped caring what humans think. You can’t be overly concerned with peoples’ opinions when you’re involved with a robot. And by involved, I mean mentally, emotionally, physically.

I programmed MarvelMech to grow and to adapt. He has learned to raise the sides of his mouth when humans ask if his name is Robby or HAL or T800. He has learned to open doors for people when their arms are full. He has learned how to touch me just right. He has learned to activate his voice box to whisper sweet nothings in my ear. And he has learned just the right depth and speed at which to slide inside me. He has learned exactly how to make me clamp down hard on his warm, fluid-filled, and supple phallus. He notes my physiological responses (breathing, capillary dilation, muscle tension), and incorporates this automatically into his program. My robot knows how to push all my buttons.

My lover is strong because, if you’ll recall, he is built of steel and rubber. He lifts me easily and holds me against the wall and he enters into me and he does me very, very hard. I never fear that he will hurt me in any way because he knows all my limits and is aware of my every physiological response. He no longer has to ask how deep to go, he knows.

We watch TV together. He calls this activity, “expanding the parameters of my program.” And one day, while I sped through the commercials, MarvelMech looked at me and slowed his blink rate, which always tells me that something is on his mind. I paused the TV and smiled at my beautiful robot lover.

It was then that he moved far past the parameters of his initial program, for he said this: “I want for us to vacation together. I want to take you to Maui. I want to enter your body as the sun sets over the ocean. I want to make you scream as the waves crash against the shore. Will you vacation with me?”

After I said, “Oh, hell yeah,” he spent the night fabricating a polymer coating, a second “skin” that would protect both his rubber coating and his inner mechanisms from the corrosive effects of salt. I had loads of fun helping MarvelMech paint his body with the polymer, making sure to get every little crack and crevice.

In Hawaii, salt is in the air and the ocean, but MarvelMech wanted to be ready to take me anywhere. He wanted to take me further than I’ve ever been before.

I’ve become a proud robosexual. It wasn’t always this way. For a long time, I never even spoke of my desire to be held firmly-yet-gently against a solid, steel chest. While my girlfriends lusted after the latest Hollywood hunk, I found myself drawn more to the swift, efficient, and obedient mechanical arms at Salazar Robotics Institute, where I studied. I masturbated to fantasies of being relentlessly pounded by a machine that would not quit until the mission was completed.

Somewhere along the line, my study of robotics shifted into a higher gear than ever before. I focused on programming for years, then delved deep into the mechanical aspects. I grappled with the incredibly complex task of teaching a robot to walk. While still a student, my professors marveled at my tenacity. After graduating at the top of my class, I taught at the same institute, mostly to continue following my obsession. I never told anyone my real motive: that I wanted a robot that would do far, far more than merely walk. I yearned for a mechanical man that would look at me with inscrutable eyes while making love to me so slowly that I’d scream, “faster, damn you, faster!”

I wanted a lover that would never be hurt by anything I said.

I wanted a lover that was incapable of forgetting my birthday, or our anniversary, or that I like my coffee with two creams and six heaping spoonfuls of sugar.

I wanted a lover that would learn and grow, but could never tire of me, because that would be against his core programming.

It took me years of determination and failed attempts, but I finally built him. After all his components had emerged from the 3D printer, I assembled him with both technical expertise and loving care. I ran him in Diagnostic Mode until he learned how to sit, stand, walk, talk, lift, carry, and embrace.

I used much of my inheritance to purchase him from the Salazar Robotics Institute, since he was officially their property. After all the papers were signed and ownership was transferred, I made a decision to no longer hide my feelings.

I taught MarvelMech (though, at this time, he was not yet named) how to gently take my hand in his. We walked from the robotics lab to my car, hand in hand. I took him to the passenger side and was about to open the door, but his rubber-coated, metal hand reached the handle first. My heart leapt as he slipped two fingers beneath the handle and gently pulled up, opening the door.

I couldn’t help but imagine what other marvelous things he could do with those mechanical appendages.

We walk hand in hand through San Francisco International Airport. With his other hand, he pulls our single suitcase. People point and stare. MarvelMech scans the concourse, seeking our optimal course through the crowd. He never leers at other women. To him, they are mere obstacles between us and our destination.

One of those obstacles approaches and we stop. This happens often and I prepare myself. Maybe she’ll sneer and say I’m disgusting. Maybe she’ll make a lewd comment and dash off to her gaggle of giggling girlfriends. Or maybe she’ll warn me about the Hellfire that awaits my kind.

Instead, she smiles. It’s a lovely smile, for a human, and it sets her eyes alight.

She says, “You are a beautiful couple.”

I stand there stunned as she looks up at MarvelMech. She studies his face, which points toward her now. MarvelMech blinks slowly but says nothing. Then she looks back at me and says, “Thank you.”

I recover myself enough to ask, “For what?”

“For being brave. For showing the world that it’s okay to love whoever or whatever you want.”

Then this stranger hugs me. I usually avoid human, physical contact, even with my closest friends, and yet I hug her back, and even cry a little.

She walks away but casts a glance back at us. MarvelMech looks at her and his eyes close for several long seconds. I watch as she gets in line to board the same flight we’re taking.

Maui is beautiful. I had never thought much about Hawaii before, but once we stepped off the plane and I got a good look around, I fell in love with the place. Years of tension drained from my body, carried off by the warm, ocean breeze.

MarvelMech picked up our luggage and we boarded the shuttle bus to the car rental office. At the rental agency, everyone greeted us with a cheerful “Aloha!” A few people stared wide-eyed at my robot and I, but nobody sneered or made nasty comments. Some even smiled.

The woman who hugged me in the airport was already in line when we stepped in the office. She had only a small bag with her and seemed to be alone. I’m not generally attracted to humans, but couldn’t help but notice how pretty she was, and even found myself looking her up and down from behind. She was slim and had very good posture. She stood with her weight balanced evenly, which is something I never would’ve noticed before working so intimately with robots. She had sleek, beautiful hair that flowed all the way to her round butt.

MarvelMech said, “It appears your friend is here.”

His distinctive voice got her attention. She turned and spotted us, her face lighting with a wonderful smile. We start talking, almost like old friends. Her name is Cecilia. She’s traveling alone after a bad breakup and has a timeshare in Kaanapali. Her eyes shine as she casts furtive glances at MarvelMech, but I feel no trace of jealousy or possessiveness.

I said, “Oh, and this here is MarvelMech.”

She shook his hand without even a moment’s hesitation and said, “How about if I just call you Marvelous?” And she winked.

Maybe it’s something in the air, or maybe it’s the joy of being on a long overdue vacation, but I really like her. So much that when it’s her turn to approach the counter, my heart sinks. But she hands me a business card with her cell number and says, “I’m going to a luau tomorrow night. I’d be delighted if you two joined me.”

I’d love to take credit for creating MarvelMech all by myself, but that would be a lie. I made my share of innovations in the field of robotics, but only by standing on the shoulders of giants. I relied on mentors, colleagues, and gifted students every step of the way, even if I did keep my real motives secret.

MarvelMech is an incredibly complex structure and I do not know everything about him, as much as my hubris would like to say otherwise. After “coming out of the closet” about my feelings for robot-kind, and after purchasing my lover from Salazar Robotics, I had my fifteen minutes of fame. The press hounded me with questions, which I addressed with a fine balance of wit and technical data. Well, with the exception of one question which I simply could not adequately answer: Does MarvelMech have feelings for me or is he merely following his program?

I ended up holding some key patents in the robotics industry, and this more than made up for the expense of purchasing MarvelMech from Salazar Robotics. I have never exactly been a “people person,” and yet somehow ended up on a lecture circuit, pulling in decent money while affording me free time and lifestyle flexibility. I moved to the San Francisco Bay area, where I settled down with MarvelMech.

My relationship with MarvelMech grew past the bedroom. We went to restaurants and parties and movies together, just like a normal couple. I even shut off the autopilot on my car and taught him how to drive, and very soon felt perfectly safe with him behind the wheel. We went bowling and, after a few practice rolls, MarvelMech scored a perfect 300.

I still didn’t know if MarvelMech had feelings for me, or for anything at all for that matter. He was programmed to say things like, “I want this,” and “I like that,” but did these words ever manifest themselves as actual emotions? That was a mystery, but there was one thing of which I was sure: MarvelMech could never leave me, because that would go against his core settings.

We had a wonderful time at the luau. We met up with Cecelia and she greeted us with a squeal of delight and big hugs. “Marvelous!” she said to my robot lover. “Wonderful to see you. I trust you’ve been taking good care of your hot lady friend?”

Marvelous nodded once and raised the sides of his mouth.

Marvelous doesn’t eat, so he had both hands free to carry our food trays. Cecilia kept looking at him and smiling. She was decked out in a flowery, Hawaiian dress. We feasted and downed numerous Lilikoi Sunrises and went ooh and aah while watching the fire dance. Sometime during the festivities, I whispered into Marvelous’ ear, “Flirt with her a little bit.”

Looking at me, his eyes blinked very slowly.

“Flirt? With a woman who is not you?”

“She looks lonely, don’t you think?”

The sides of his mouth rose slightly and he said, “Give me seven minutes, please.”

Then his eyes shut and his body went completely still in the chair. Cecilia looked over and asked if he was okay. I assured her that all was well, that Marvelous was merely taking time to process.

When the seven minutes was up, Marvelous opened his eyes and Cecilia said, “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

“Thank you,” he said. “You are well worth coming back to. Here, have a Mai Tai.”

She downed a few more fruity drinks and talked about her bad breakup, then we got discussing other things: robots, Hawaii, the need for vacations, and then back to robots.

“I am so jealous!” she squealed at one point, happily schnockered. “I mean, about you and your amazing robot fellow here. But you know what? You deserve him! You deserve him! I mean, damn girl, you built your own boyfriend, built the man of your life to your own specifications, and who else can make that claim?”

When we finally got up to leave, Cecilia stumbled but Marvelous caught her. 

“Oops! Guess I’m a bit tipsy.”

Marvelous’ eyes closed for a second, then: “Your blood alcohol level is point oh eight.”

She looked from my robot to me. I said, “He has finely calibrated sensors.”

She said, “I see,” and giggled.

I told her we’d walk her to her timeshare to make sure she arrived safe. We set off and she stumbled again. This time, Marvelous scooped her into his arms, his servomotors whirring gently.

“Hey, you don’t have to carry me,” she giggled. “Wouldn’t want to tire you out.”

“I could carry you all night without tiring,” he said. “You recharge me.”

Cecelia squealed with delight and fluttered her feet. Then she peered up at his molded face, her tongue darting out to touch her nose. Maybe it was odd that I felt no jealousy, but then again I’ve always been wired differently from other people.

We arrived at her timeshare and she invited us in.

Inside, Cecilia and I plopped onto the couch and talked for a long time. We sat very close and began to hold hands. Marvelous looked on quietly, his eyes as inscrutable as ever. When Cecilia passed out on my shoulder, I mouthed a message to him. He nodded once to let me know he understood.

Later, he carried Cecilia to her bed and I tucked her in.

We went back to the living room and sat for some time. I peeked in the bedroom and Cecilia seemed to be out cold. Marvelous and I stripped off our clothes, grabbed a beach towel, and slipped out the sliding doors to the lanai. It was several feet from the railing to the ground. Marvelous scanned the terrain, closed his eyes a few seconds, then put one hand on the railing and leapt nimbly to the ground.

I tossed him the towel, then climbed onto the railing and jumped. Marvelous caught me easily and gently. He set me on the ground and we walked to the beach. We spread out the towel and made love for a long time while the ocean waves crashed against the shore. At one point I spotted Cecilia sitting on the lanai watching us, but this didn’t bother me in the least. We kept right on making love.

Afterwards, we walked back to the lanai. Cecilia, also naked, smiled down at us. Marvelous held me aloft, and Cecilia helped me over the railing onto the lanai.

“You’re covered in sand,” she said. “Why don’t you go take a shower and I’ll get breakfast started.”

I found it odd that she showed no embarrassment at having watched our lovemaking session. Then it occurred to me that Cecilia, like me, must be wired differently from other people.

Marvelous chauffeured us around the island while we sat in the backseat of the rental car talking and laughing. He even drove us up the Road to Hana, one of the most difficult and scary routes in the world. Cecelia and I grabbed onto each other, gasping with fright one second and shouting with relief the next. Marvelous negotiated each turn expertly and pulled over here and there to play tour guide, pointing out grottoes and waterfalls.

We ate supper at a Japanese fusion place. Marvelous watched us, the corners of his mouth turning upward. After a couple glasses of saki, I asked Cecilia if she enjoyed watching Marvelous and I make love on the beach. Without hesitation, she said she enjoyed it immensely. The corners of Marvelous’ mouth went up further until I asked him to please stop smiling.

I didn’t have to say please, of course. I know MarvelMech will do anything and everything I ask of him. For all the complexities of his programming and all the things I don’t know about him, I do know that his core program binds him to me and makes me his first and only priority.

I have all the power in our relationship and I like it that way. There is a security in it that I could never find with a human. Even as I find myself attracted to our new companion, I can’t imagine having as solid a relationship with her as I have with my obedient robot lover.

Still, I like Cecilia a lot and the three of us return to her timeshare after supper.

I share Marvelous with her freely and happily. And why not? He is mine and will never leave me. It takes only a short time for Marvelous to fully incorporate Cecilia’s rhythms and bodily responses into his program.

I lie on the bed and watch them make love next to me. Cecilia grabs my neck and pulls me in for a deep kiss just before her first big orgasm takes her. Then she lets go so she can scream and cry and whimper with pleasure. Marvelous thrusts into her at just the right speed at all times, continually monitoring her breathing, pulse rate, galvanic skin response, and so much more. I find myself swimming in a mixture of sexual pleasure and pride over my creation.

The next day, Cecelia and I got in the rental car and took off by ourselves. We didn’t plan it. One minute we were in the timeshare lobby getting coffee, and the next we were heading for the car. We put the car on autopilot mode and instructed it to take us to Lahaina.

“What about Marvelous?” Cecelia said. “Won’t he get jealous, with us running off like this?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“But you made him.”

I shrugged. It really was a mystery what, if anything, my robot lover felt. For that matter, I had my hands full just trying to sort out my own feelings. Like now, in the backseat of the rental, holding hands with this lovely lady, I was awash in conflicting emotions: Infatuation with Cecelia, a strange sort of love for the robot I had spent the last several years of my life with, confusion, insecurity, and a fear that everything would blow up in my face. At least jealousy wasn’t in the mix.

I started to cry. Cecelia looked at me, smiled, and kissed away the tears, one by one. I couldn’t even say why I was crying but it didn’t really matter. Before long, I stopped, and yet almost wanted to keep crying just to have her go on kissing away the tears.

I had built an identity around being a proud robosexual. I had come out of a closet that few people even knew existed. I found security in being with a machine that could never leave me, could never hurt me, and could never even defy my wishes. He was strong, solid, infinitely dependable, and faithful beyond compare.

But now I looked into the eyes of his polar opposite. Being human, she could get mad and storm off, find someone new and break my heart, or (maybe worse) grow bored and disappear in the night. On the other hand, she was a vast, unknown landscape. She had a childhood, a career in real estate, friends and hobbies and interests and so much more.

“I feel bad, leaving him behind,” she said.

“Me, too.”

Humans are so irrational. We talked on and on about how awful we felt leaving Marvelous behind, then a few miles later I directed the autopilot to take us to my hotel room.

When Cecelia and I made love later, it was a bit awkward because we didn’t know each other’s likes and dislikes. It was inefficient, compared with robot sex. We each said, “ooops, sorry,” a couple times. We laughed and kissed a lot. We played and experimented. At one point I slid two fingers inside her, found her sweet spot, and pumped her to climax. It was a beautiful and amazing sight.

I cried later and when she asked what was wrong, I said: “All the time with MarvelMech, I was nothing but selfish. Everything was about me and what I wanted and my pleasure. And now, being able to give something to you, to give you pleasure, it was almost better than coming myself. It filled a hole inside that I didn’t even know existed.”

She held me close, this beautiful creature who could leave me at any second. This soft, sweet goddess that came with no guarantees whatsoever. I yearned to be with her, to discover her quirks and pet peeves and dreams and a thousand other things. I wanted to be with her and her alone.

But what would I do with Marvelous? How do you break up with somebody that, quite literally, exists only for you?

Over the next couple days, Cecelia and I kept ditching Marvelous to jaunt off on our own. We went snorkeling, sailing, and swimming by ourselves. We took Marvelous to the Maui Oceanarium, but clung close to each other, all but ignoring my robot. There’s a tunnel that goes through the oceanarium, so that you are surrounded by amazing aquatic life. I handed a Japanese tourist my camera phone and asked him to take our picture. He clicked off a couple shots, then Cecelia surprised me with a big, showy kiss. Our photographer got a good shot. Meanwhile, Marvelous stood by, pretending to watch a hammerhead shark swimming overhead.

“This isn’t right,” Cecelia whispered later. “Treating Marvelous this way.”

“He’s fine,” I said.

“Are you sure? Let me ask you this: would we treat a human the way we’re treating him? Is this how we are when we’re sure we can get away with it? I mean, we know the robot’s not going to, well, you know, say anything.”

She was right and I felt like a horrible person.

Marvelous tried to engage us in conversation. He tried to dazzle us with his knowledge of the local fish life, but that just got Cecelia and I singing the “Humuhumu nukunuku apua’a” song and laughing uproariously each time we screwed up. MarvelMech’s rendition was technically perfect but far less fun.

Vacations go by all too quickly. Fortunately, Cecelia and I both lived in the Bay area, hardly an hour’s drive from each other. Shortly after returning home, she drove up for a visit.

I was nervous. Sure, we had hit things off pretty well in Maui, but that was another world. Would the island magic continue on the mainland? And then I wondered, mainland? Damn, one week in Hawaii and I’m thinking like a Hawaiian.

My worries were for nothing. Cecelia arrived in the early evening and within a second we were in each other’s arms. We ordered Chinese, I broke out a six-pack, and the conversation flowed. Marvelous joined in at first but before long his contribution to the conversation dwindled away to an occasional word and polite laugh. When the food arrived, Marvelous slipped away into the bedroom.

We ate, we drank more beer, we shared a million laughs. Cecelia kept asking about Marvelous and I kept assuring her he was fine. We peeked in at him at one point. He was sitting on the bed watching the small TV I keep on the nightstand.

“Everything okay, Marvelous?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said, raising the sides of his mouth.

We smiled and left.

Back in the living room, I pulled Cecelia in for a kiss but she stiffened and said, “I don’t know if I can. Not with him in the very next room.”

“Marvelous? I’ll just tell him to go for a drive. We can have the place to ourselves all night.”

“That wouldn’t be right. Have you broken up with him?”

I had nothing to say to that. No, I hadn’t broken up with Marvelous because it didn’t seem necessary.

“Are you still with him, then? Are you two still involved?”

“No,” I said. “We’re not. We’re not sleeping together any more.”

“But you didn’t break up.”

I said, “Not officially,” and it sounded moronic even to me.

We got into a big fight, because that’s what people do. That’s what happens when you don’t have absolute control over your significant other. Things got ugly and Cecelia screamed and told me I was colder than a machine. She went back in the bedroom and hugged Marvelous and told him she was sorry for the way we were both behaving.

Then she stormed off, very much as I had feared from the start.

Cecelia called me later, just as I was drifting off to sleep. She was weeping so bad I could hardly understand her until she told me that she hadn’t gone far after leaving my place. She was staying at a nearby hotel and would I please come see her?

I dressed and passed by Marvelous on my way out. He was watching TV in the living room. I thought, What am I going to do with him?

Marvelous said, “Have an enjoyable time with Cecelia and kindly send my regards.”

I tried to say something back but my throat closed up. I smiled and nodded and got the hell out of there.

My relationship with Cecelia raged like wildfire. We fought a lot, mostly about my treatment of Marvelous. But what was I supposed to do? I quite literally owned him, but when I pointed this out, it only dumped gas on the fire and we’d invariably end up screaming at each other.

Sometimes one or the other of us would storm off, but usually we made up and the lovemaking that followed was worth the drama, or so I tried to tell myself. We went on like this for some months, getting together in hotels or her place. We never met up at my place again, not with Marvelous always around.

What was I to do? I could’ve given Marvelous to any robotics lab in the world, as a charitable contribution, and they would be delighted. But the thought of that turned my heart to ice. This was my former lover and boyfriend, after all. I tried to send him away on his own, telling him that I’d take care of whatever legalities would be involved, but Marvelous almost short-circuited at the mere mention of this. Literally. I had programmed him to serve me, and only me, and now that was coming around to haunt me.

While my relationship with Cecelia ran its course, Marvelous and I spoke less and less. One day I returned home from giving a lecture and found no sign of him. I thought maybe he had left me after all, but while I was still trying to figure out how to feel about that, I happened to open a closet and there he was, sitting on the floor.

Eventually Cecelia and I had a big, nasty fight that put an end to things.

That same night, I hit a bar, got drunk, and brought home the first guy who showed interest. I was furious at Cecelia and furious at Marvelous and furious at myself.

I let this guy have his way with me, even as Marvelous hunkered in the closet like an outgrown toy.

For two weeks after picking up the random stranger, I stayed out of my bedroom altogether. Just packed my duffel bag and camped out in the living room, leaving the bedroom to Marvelous. I heard him in there watching TV and walking about. Once, I heard him singing the “humuhumu nukunuku apua’a” song but, oddly enough, he seemed to be having difficulty with it.

Many times I approached the bedroom door but couldn’t work up the nerve to step inside or even knock. I burned with shame and wondered if maybe Cecelia was right, that I really was colder than a machine.

Then one day, while I sat weeping on the couch, Marvelous MarvelMech, my amazing and wonderful and uncanny lover, emerged from the bedroom. He strode over and scooped me into his strong, strong arms. The whir of his servomotors was the most comforting sound I ever heard. I wept and wept, but that’s okay: His entire body is coated with a polymer designed to protect him from saltwater.

I asked if he wanted to make love and he said yes. I don’t know whether he says yes because he wants to or because he has to. Maybe I don’t want to know the answer.

My lover is built of steel and rubber.

We will be together forever.

Or until I find someone new.
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