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PROLOGUE

	Against all odds the argument had been won, at least within democratic constraints. By referendum, human evolution was decided to be an ongoing spiritual and not a purely biological event, and in the United States of America, the law recognized this determination.

	 

	Rare is the occasion that the Constitution of the United States of America is found insufficient such that it need be altered or added to in order better to reflect and guide the interests and future decisions of the country’s citizens as they find themselves having to choose one path over another in the hope and sincere belief that the one they decide upon will preserve not only their inalienable freedoms but also the very existence of what makes these freedoms possible, that being, the people themselves as endowed by their Creator and the rule of law. It would be remiss not to acknowledge the guilt factor as contributive although the erasure of France from the face of the earth immediately and thereafter was deemed to be an instance of “macro-misadventure” not to be taken personally by anyone. To cite directly the amendment – as introduced by the Republican Party and unanimously supported by its political counterparts – also known as the Blade Runner Amendment:

	 

	In recognition of the law of unforeseen consequences, no self-sustaining entity of a human character or alterations and modifications to such character may be produced from synthesized genetic material of whatever extraction and/or recombination, be it in human or other form. This provision is understood to be one of national interest and security and to be subject to all necessary state and legal sanctions to be so preserved.

	 

	Sizeable support came from the military and security forces of the country unwilling as they were to shoulder an added and seemingly insupportable burden of having to police beings with alien capacities as foreshadowed under the nomenclature of ‘replicants’ in the 1980’s film Blade Runner. The commercial interest and benefit of the amendment – keeping in mind the extensive lobbying efforts on the part of the relevant industries – was to respond to perceived or manufactured demand for humanoids to serve human needs.

	



	


1

His New York Garden

	That morning, in his New York garden, Virgil had Molly serve him the ‘usual’ light breakfast – poached eggs, whole grain toast, wedges of orange, and, to finish, black coffee. While he ate, he conversed with his well-worn and dependable humanoid as within the calm eye of a storm, for his garden walls – a further bulwark between 42nd and 43rd Streets – sufficiently transmuted the city’s rumble into whatever imagined landscape suited at the time. His oak tree – as Virgil possessively termed it – alone preserved its silence that it shed in a constant fall out of the branches’ cloud of leaves and, as well, from the deep umbers interlacing above him with an order that the eye of man easily intuits. Whatever paradigm instructed this natural entity – if accidental design, so be it – worked. The broad trunk drew its silence from deep within the earth. The gargantuan knuckles of its spreading roots determined the placement of the weathered, slat-topped wood table where Virgil and Molly sat. Both human and humanoid registered the garden’s brick wall grimed with evening tones partially vine-emblazoned. Virgil bent over his immaculately presented breakfast and, like his tree, absorbed the moment.

	Although the name he had given Molly always pleased him with its sound and its literary connotations, it caused him to be keenly aware that his own – Virgil Woolf – could never live up to the great Virginia. His moniker’s pronouncement would inevitably call her memory to mind and sometimes to another’s cultured thoughts. Should reference be made, he never tired of elaborating upon her genius and he would on occasion also presume to expound upon what he regarded as her grand failures. Most often his interlocutor had little awareness of what he spoke.

	To think upon how the authoress ended always broke his heart. He himself had pilgrimaged to the incoming tide of the English Channel when it turbulently backed up the innocent threading of the River Ouse through the nibbled green Downs of East Sussex that were Virginia’s stamping ground. It must have been at one of these regular times that she took her decision and all to her own design filled her coat pockets with pebbles. One, one single opening of that swan-like throat made a satin meal of death. In her work, Virgil found all the reasons he needed to live and, in the company of such as Molly, his own deepest irony when he considered Virginia Woolf’s circle of acquaintance.

	“Give me a moment, Virgil!”

	The intonation of the familiar request charmed him: once selected, he had been satisfied, always had gone back to it after brief experimentations. Water must make this sound when rolling over rocks buried in a stream, or was it the bruised outcry of fruit after being dropped? No. – He must, “Try again. Fail better.” – Still, a Rimbaud poet (“a – red, e – white, i – blue – the colour of vowels” or a synaesthetic construction similar to that) might understand.

	Molly was an older model. The thought weighed on him lightly – she had served him well both as the familiar of his little household and as a tool for the play of his mind. She continued to test his capacities. Also, and not negligible for his sense of well-being, she kept him from the worst excesses of biological self-indulgence and consequent self-loathing were he to become immersed in the charms of newer and newer editions. He resisted an upgrade. Her classic look of ten years past – deeply shadowed eyes, fleshy lips – continued in her favour. She had emerged from an oasis of taste as the period of first ripening often is for human endeavour. That ‘look what we can achieve’ moment had combined with ‘let’s make sure it won’t fall apart’.

	She never failed to appeal and, despite the passage of time, he had not yet plumbed her depths. This morning’s choice of a lavender track-suit made for a comfortable presence, and the moments she took to recharge, although somewhat frequent of late with head slumped forward or back as she sat in the sun or under the lamp, were not without a certain feline charm. Her mouth did not fall open as is the manner of humans. Dark, Italian-sourced hair framed her face. The eyes and lips would have acquired a moist look when she was done. Sometimes his fingers would reach out and trace the lines of her ears as they might those of some fine shell. When she massaged his feet, it was a pleasure to imagine her own in his hand although with actual touch she became less a thing of the mind and the sensual illusion degraded. She had been made, she was there for him, and she worked was his abiding attitude. They had a relationship. Unlike most humans, she could hold a conversation and, in that idyllic voice of hers, take up his lead whatever the subject. She had his profile so that he could tell her ‘the usual’ and he could depend on her understanding what he meant for the occasion and, as importantly, he had hers. The extensive information they had on each other amounted to knowledge.

	“Molly, those leaves above us – massed and fluttering – remind me of Phoenician ships as they might appear tossing about in flotillas on the open sea.”

	Her eyes opened and showed a dewy brightness. The conversation could now begin.

	“Those ships of ancient Phoenicia,” she responded to this artful opener – a mere image – that he’d dangled between them, “were made by hand – and so had a naturalness not dissimilar to these leaves – far in the past B.C., of cedar planks, a good material to use against rot, that fitted together by means of mortises whose design resisted the movement of cargo and the pressure from bodies of water in the worst storms of the Mediterranean Sea. The vessels were impervious to splitting apart under any of these kinds of conditions. Curved at the belly and capacious in consequence, they were suitable for trading and, as you might conclude from the upswept prow topped by a carved horse’s head and the equally demonstrative stern, were elegant to the eye.”

	“Cedar planks,” he murmured.

	He relished her syntax. It could be more fluid, but then so could his that continued to serve as her model and followed his thought. All it took now was a verbal prod and he luxuriated in the expectation of what it might call forth, not to speak of his sense of mastery – itself still a work in progress.

	“Yes, the wood is indigenous to the land of the Phoenicians, known, in later Biblical times, as Lebanon.”

	The Biblical context had no appeal for him so early in the day – he could face its threats and rewards to his soul more equably it seemed with the prospect of bedtime in view. He ignored it and, instead, asked a simple question in order to pursue further the course they were already on.

	“To what parts did they sail?”

	“All over the known world. Such cities as Sparta, Athens, and Carthage served for their ports of call, and they would voyage further to the Atlantic coastal cities of present-day Portugal. The vessels’ sea-worthiness made them capable of crossing the ocean; however, no proof exists for such an accomplishment.”

	“Some must have sailed in that direction,” he mused. “Who wouldn’t make the attempt given the lures of that vastness and the rewards of solving its mysteries? And what did their women look like – the women of Phoenicia?” He wanted to bring the conversation to a close with a boost to his day, why not?

	“The extant, much deteriorated portraits show eyes that were large and insectan; the women grew their black curly hair in wiry fashion, like Shakespeare’s mistress, to below the shoulders.” Her programme to make literary allusions worked just fine, he noted. “They were thin-boned and with a tendency to a double chin; they favoured ornamental but not ostentatious touches on their attire. Would you like me to go into detail?”

	“No, please don’t. All in all not very appealing as is not uncommon with the portraiture of the privileged.” He undertook and enjoyed holding up his end of the conversation. “They never seem to know what to do with their resources and appetites. You can only wonder what those over-sized eyes were all about – doubtless the painter was compensating for the show of fat with self-congratulation and pride for their status and wealth. Were their men faithful to them?” What kind of a response would Molly make to the generalized thrust of his question?

	He wasn’t surprised when she said, “I don’t understand your intention.” Pleased, in fact, at the human quality of the response and the chance for him to instruct. They were working together, it felt.

	“Recall your Shakespeare reference, Molly! Did they have mistresses, that sort of thing? How did they conduct themselves when away from their double-chinned wives?”

	“If you mean with other women, Phoenician men were no different from those in other countries. They resorted to prostitutes. Only, in Phoenicia, some of these prostitutes also functioned as priestesses and, in the case of male prostitutes, priests.”

	“Really!”

	“Yes.”

	“How did that work?”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Are not the two occupations – prostitute and priestess – contradictory?”

	“Yes they are, mostly that is, in present times. This aspect of culture no longer exists other than in some cults and, in deviant and confused form it may be supposed in the Catholic Church with so-called celibate priests – mostly a pretence.” Here, she appeared to become puzzled as if dealing with too much murky and complex information, but she ploughed through these waters. “In their past manifestation, to answer your question, these dual roles signified that the act of union between humans, whether male and female, or male and male, simulated the oneness of deity and established a connection, temporary and renewable, between the human and the divine.”

	“You said they were prostitutes.”

	“An exchange of money or goods took place and certain duplicities or delusions arose with prostitutes claiming to be priests or priestesses and so expanding their market or possibly fully believing themselves to represent the theology of the time; while the latter, unmistakably authentic personages offered the same services as did prostitutes but without the direct material reward.”

	“I see.”

	“Is there anything else, Virgil?”

	“No, thank you, Molly.”

	Without having to be asked, his casually dressed humanoid proceeded with a measure of grace to collect and take away the breakfast things, leaving Virgil to ruminate beneath his silence-drenched oak leaves.

	



	


2

The Staircase

	Here he was, salacious on a staircase – so much for the fruits of self-discipline. Perhaps it was just too easy to practice restraint in the context of the familiar Molly, whereas this curvaceous street model, backed against a refrigerator, provoked. The beefy moving men with tattoos on their arms – as he noticed in conjunction with the slabs of their faces – were manhandling it up or down he couldn’t tell, for they appeared either stuck or resting – some workers chose the oddest places and times to break off. The flowers in his hand he bore effetely before him – alien to his fellow men with a fridge to the belly – intended for his grandmother, that is, the flowers not, he presumed, the fridge, although what did he know of destinations at this moment? She ailed with the years in her one-room walk-up on the top floor of this brownstone nest that was lasting romantically forever for the rats and was a stop-off for those persons who no longer have any apparent use beyond sentimental value with their predestined fate in sight.

	In contrast to their deteriorating shelters, however, these individuals do want to go on; and so Virgil eased past the obtrusions with a civil nod to the flesh and lard transporters that met with a greater paralysis in the already unforthcoming features – they couldn’t identify with such a being as he, these devolved sons of Hercules. The flowers crushed for a moment against the rent model’s chest, she, of course, meriting no acknowledgment as he bore away his own aroused stamen in addition to the wilting cadeau.

	“Drooping posy, rearrange itself!” he mouthed in addition to his shake.

	He retained the instant of their eyes meeting above the blindly disconsolate, meadow-lovely flowers, hers an absorbing classic blue that recorded his focused look. He might have ignored her had not those men been inches away with their emasculating sweat smears – not that he cared a fig, having done his time, they stuck in theirs and a completely different city about them than they imagined from their living rooms. No matter. She would have no opinions other than commercial on the subject of his inquiring look, certainly not palpitating sentience as she added and placed him on the list of her priorities.

	He had edged past a final visual of the moving-men’s porcine noses. Cousins or brothers, their possessors must be, denizens of the same block, the same neighbourhood, definitely the same gene pool, their great-great grandfathers arrived on the same vomit-full, rat-soup ship. They were the social issue of horizontal mobility. Still not rare to see such specimens what with heavy appliances requiring delivery.

	Her look – the product of many minds and many porn stars – remained with him.

	At the top of the staircase, holding on to a railing like a dinosaur’s bone, he paused, took a breath of the wall-exhaled air that included the output of what crawled beneath, and he stared at the stubbornly clinging plaster, the cracks, the separation of mouldings, the meandering flat surfaces. Leakages hidden for decades within the structural confines had caused ecosystems sufficient unto themselves to come into existence complete with microflora and centipede-like creatures that couldn’t survive elsewhere. Before he made a move to the door he recalled its surface: a patina of disease.

	Of what is that humanoid thinking? Dimly the question looked to come to his rescue, but he knocked, didn’t wait, and tried the handle. In he went, transitioning – momentary Kafka metamorphosis – clutching his flowers and smiling subterfuge.

	Nothing, of course. Is she thinking. It is with that thought we approach each other.

	He was of two minds as to his gran’ mama’s habits – this unlocked door. The city was passive – not pacified – but didn’t they carry cash in these neighbourhoods still? He couldn’t decide whether it was her trusting nature or golden-age obstinacy. She was going to live in the world that she wanted and so be it if it collided with another! He wouldn’t engage her on the subject again. Not to hear her answer: ‘the world is what you make it’. Fair enough. Something to live by. Difficult to refute as far as it went and impossible when backed by willingness to bear the consequences.

	The old were stubborn, unable to adjust and adjust again while they fabricate their positions out of whole cloth. Their tents easily blow away and, when the first pegs come loose, howling ensues. Nonetheless, left to the open weather, the old survive awhile at least, and their sheer stubbornness morphs into self-congratulatory pride as the wind and the sun and the rain beat against them. At some point, all become Lears on the heath, trust betrayed, aware of their own betrayals. He was running away with himself before the question of her unlocked door and his guilt that he didn’t do more that made little sense such as carry her off and swaddle her with care.

	No matter. There she was. A reality that denied all his perspectives, more there than he can comprehend, a being that he doesn’t understand for all their familial years. Their acquaintance renewed in a moment of sparkling shallowness. However strong and deep the relationship, ‘acquaintance’ often best defined that fresh experience of each other.

	“Hello, Granny!”

	They shared the moment differently. Its swiftly flattening wake. She looked up as though she had been fishing and, having caught him in some unknowable depths, now drew him to her. His being there was somehow due to her efforts and not his, to go by the flash in her speculative eye.

	“That’s you Virgil!”

	Question, statement, welcome – she wrapped her words in the soft tissue paper of surprise and pleasure, a common standby available to anyone for their use. Her eyes’ porcelain finish locked onto him; he worked his way across the surface of the gelatinous world they produced. Some inner rain attempted to soften and clarify them so that he might be enfolded there. He felt himself to be both alien and intimate as family members can be to each other.

	All life is strange to the old and they render it up in the same manner to the young, strange and remarkable, everyday miraculous. Miraculous. They look at the young and at each other with delight. The closeness of their persons jarred both Virgil and his grandmother.

	He imagined her to be knotted with her surroundings, communing with the immersive memories of electronically imaged photos; if not, then the paled yellow walls and the shadow-darkened curtains of the same colour, or the furniture as alive in their way as she – suspended together in the pigment glow from poetically rearranged molecules originally sourced from insects. The wonderment that he was there settled on and pressed him more strongly than gravity’s draw into a barely remarked chair near her. It provided the comfort of something stuffed with dust.

	“Gran’ mama!” came the call from yearning depths. The unspoken sentiment it articulated intrigued him at his age. In addition, he could not put words to its meaning. Setting this issue aside, he would do what he could in the circumstances. Why not embarrass himself with a presumptuous question since he had no taste right now for light banter, not with the investments he had made – the upholstery he sat on, the unspeakable staircase he had climbed?

	“What are you remembering, Gran’ mama?”

	Their blood ties allowed him to claim that she had been in a state of revery and conferred on him the right to refer to it without unduly seeming to patronize her. He had left a kiss on the soft parchment of her brow; the memory of the spot remained tactile. The years it contained had imprinted themselves both on his lips and upon the sequence of time that his retreating to this chair had provided. On the last it had performed an erasure and, in palimpsest form, it remained.

	A dark sort of sentiment would have had him turning down offers of food and drink, but he had no need – she was not that kind of a grandmother. What an ill-equipped person he felt himself to be – incapable of unlocking the storehouse of this life, and so he was glad of his question, observant on an outcropping he deemed tenable.

	Once again he noted, as on all his visits, the absence of images on her photo screens. Did she resort to her electronic storage when alone, to its tens of thousands of memories: a tessellated river of places and faces flowing by and long passed into the ocean? He considered again whether she was economizing on electricity or had yielded to a species of indifference.

	From this particular look-out on dust-filled chair like the segment of a decaying bridge, more horrific vistas of inquiry than the traditional meditative expanses opened up: how she would die was one. What would be the scope of the physical event? He asserted to himself that his morbidity arose from the high accumulation of her years; otherwise, frail and tentative in manner, she was healthy and did seem, as goes the bloom of human illusion, not to be subject to an immediate last breath. She was in the mode of a dependable fixture that kept on with its task – ticking off the pleasures of the moment in a form of mechanistic wilfulness.

	Such thoughts could not help but raise the spectre of a Raskolnikov. Virgil, like a Russian novelist or, more to the point, well-read prick could entertain anything for he endorsed none of it. Thankfully, a fantasy gladdened him whereby she might before the ineluctable end perhaps ineluctably and painlessly float away, just as in a sense she will when he ends his visit – he does wish the best for her – whether or not she is truly hanging on to that aura of permanence. What an autumnal leaf she makes!

	Her bones must be spare. When it came to empathy, he would not have them brittle. Her skin, to go by her forehead against his lips and his hand now on her wrist, shifted tissue thin and barely clung to her substratum. Yes, from the feel of them, the bones had to be brittle. And the rest of her seemed more suggested than real. He knew not what to make of this body of his distant beginnings, itself a single link on an endless chain.

	She would not waste away much more. Something internal would fail; he saw it not without a sense of consolation that took on a life of its own: her eyes would close as in sleep and already she would be gone – perhaps as he closed the door – before anyone who might be present could realize it. He would like to be that person and not the one descending the stairs; it seemed a privilege, a mark of distinction and honour bestowed that he could carry with him. Another’s death could be redemptive. Further, he would like to be her in that moment; he mused that he would like to be her as she now was – he was willing enough – their lives exchanged. He felt she would enjoy his. It was not that he was particularly discontented with himself, but he would like to be her as he perceived her to be and realize the rest of what he did not know. It could be everything. Further still, he would like to be, say, in India or with a strong wind at his back while sitting here.

	Perhaps, with a change of perspective, he already was in flight – what did he feel that moved him forward?

	Anything, any power at all. It would prove something, wouldn’t it, to be both here and there? Wouldn’t it – to be in and out of his body – once he’d returned to himself? Yes, it was not a matter of changing places – he had to continue to be here after all.

	“What am I remembering?”

	Such a question from him! Most of her memories were like pocket change that she handed out to herself from one needy moment to the next. Still, they came from a purse that never seemed to empty and someone of significance wanted to know. It was her grandson, wasn’t it? Looking splendid too, he would be a suitable depository as most human beings eventually presented to her when it came to passing on the unutterable significance of life gone by. She couldn’t rightly answer, however, when she was put to the task like this, most states of remembrance being more like an ocean swim than having looked through a hedgerow as a child and later sharing that snapshot of whatever.

	Usually, people delivered their memories as in overstuffed plastic bags whose contents slosh about and burst through the transparent wrapping or like beribboned gifts that they carefully unwrap for their listener making certain that absolutely everything is there. The experience of these memories when they are on their own is quite different for their effect is immediate like chocolate in one’s mouth – or that famous Proust cake. Only, since they are not actually in one’s mouth and easily spat out, she didn’t quite know how to retrieve and express what had most recently been sustaining her all alone – as always – like this.

	Much of her memory issued in sorrow for what had passed forever and was somehow still alive. She floated solitary within these four walls in strained light and got at one end of things or the other with the passing current of the day. This he should know, surely, even if he was presumptuous and inquisitive. Would he like to hear what amounted to a confession of incapacity? She wasn’t about to say ‘not much’ to his question since she enjoyed vistas, did she not? Prevarication of a sort would get one from here to there especially when here is unfailingly there or some such nonsense.

	“Bonnie and Clyde!” It was a partial truth at best. “That Clyde Barrow,” she explained to his raised eyes as though she had only to convince a part of him.

	“Warren Beatty, you wouldn’t know him. He was smart-alecky and resourceful, a charm for the eye so that even the men in the audience liked him. Should have run for president.”

	Her grandson would definitely not understand the reference, but she could hope he would feel sympathy with her for something lost. That possibly had been in a parallel universe. It was supposed to be. The thought made her smile. Virgil, completely unaware of his grandmother’s cosmological reflections, wouldn’t have been surprised by them – in the air as it were – staples in the everyday matrix of speculation, theoretical physics’ contemporary updates of the philosophies of consolation. Different kinds of heaven, that is all.

	Isn’t this heaven, if you handle things properly?went another thought between them that remained unuttered.

	She lapsed into silence, overwhelmed by unarticulated metaphysics. It hadn’t been what she wanted to say in answer to him but had been the easiest to bring ashore with her grappling hook. The question arose, why had she thought of Bonnie and Clyde, the film, of all things? There had to be a reason. Certainly not the excitement of the iconic shoot-outs that she had revisited sufficiently. Those outlaws of romance had opposed their lives to the way of the world that had no place for bursting passion – although Bonnie’s written expression did find a shelf to rest upon. Their incurred bullet holes – countless numbers of them – somehow excused the bloody incivilities.

	If some old coot sported the same charisma as that Clyde Barrow/Warren Beatty, she toiled at convincing herself, she’d find the gumption on a dare – yes, a dare, that’s how he operated, him and his charisma! – to join up and sport a flower in her Faye Dunaway hair. What a delicious hoot and the look on their faces! Worth every minute in jail, every bullet-riddled hole in her body, and in poor, lovely Clyde’s with that swaggering suit and grin of his. Oh that overpowering illegal feeling!

	“Yes, I enjoyed that film. It keeps coming back to me.”

	She kept her tone mischievous in the hope of sharing her drift, but she couldn’t outright say, not to her grandson, what such indulgences brought to her mind.

	Virgil didn’t. Get her drift, that is, but he was glad to sense something in the air, and that she was more than someone struggling within a shell and knocking at calcified walls.

	That film was a long time ago – the nineteen-sixties – and he had seen some clips of it, upon an evening. He looked at his grandmother and also smiled but immediately regretted it when he made a connection between her relative impecuniousness and the movie’s attraction. She managed on social security, that was all – no one robbed banks anymore; adamant and candy-toned, she managed to get by, blanketing him with reassurances so that he hadn’t to scale down himself and drink instant coffee as she contentedly did. This last preference of hers was ‘convenient’ to use her descriptive – now there was a word that stubbornly never seemed to go completely out of fashion as ‘virtue’ had. “I like mine with sugar. It makes no difference and there’s no fuss,” she would end.

	Famously, a Canadian author likewise once answered to the question of his own taste with the dismissive, “I drink instant.”

	Already Virgil was measuring out the length of time he had been here and would have to continue – unrolling his visit as from a bolt of cloth whose cut he would like not to appear niggardly; in the process, he would be sizing up the frail and elderly figure that was his blood and bone. Although he wasn’t sentimental, her print dress and ribbed cardigan, her wool-fringed slip-ons were also related to him, impregnated with her physical characteristics as they were.

	He didn’t want to tire her, the elderly being susceptible to a waning of energy especially with their relatives, but sometimes not so with their daily contacts whether these be repair-persons, doctors and nurses, caretakers in general who become an extension of themselves – energy sources and replacements for their own diminished states.

	Did that female humanoid continue to be on the stairway, backside against the refrigerator? She solicited passively but unmistakably with all of the temptation of a coke machine to a thirsty gullet. As for the two men, they faded, strangled in their own time loop or dragged away with the fridge. He relished the fact that he had nothing to do with their miserable, democratic lives, their lack of a recent shower, their presence of a gut. What squirmed in there?

	“I brought you these.”

	Lamely he stood up, at half-crouch, to offer the bunch of flowers that he’d chosen to hold onto for the momentary spectacle of it – he enjoyed serving in an ornamental role if it would add to the general atmosphere but the effect had begun to stale. He extended for obligatory inspection and gratifying murmurs of appreciation the item that he now looked to be rid of.

	He had chosen them from a sidewalk array, with a smile to acknowledge the seller’s prideful appreciate-me-I-am-a-human attitude. These multihued petals that bled at the end of slight green cylinders once fully supportive of them bore a watercolorist’s inspiration to any man’s eye.

	“Here!” their voices mouthed in faded tones.

	His clenched fist is hot and they had, like poor country cousins severed in afternoon heat, swiftly bedraggled – swooned in this geriatric flat, their necks submissive in the manner but not the strength of swans.

	Should he try some aspirin for what remained of their vitality to suck up? Drop acetylsalicylic acid into the metal pitcher that had never been thrown out despite its dull hue and battered surface she directed him to? No, he followed her instructions and shortened them, with a pair of scissors, into a self-supporting posy of sorts that could draw water up stumpy stems and behave themselves tightly packed. Images of Chinese babies came to mind buried up to their necks in huge vases of sand – one baby per vase – in order for their farming parents to toil undisturbed in the fields: daycare in the Orient, whose added benefits – a submissive, non-rebellious citizenry – were obvious and incalculable not only for the family but also for the state. What prevented the sprouts’ more efficient storage cheek by jowl in a single container like this one?

	However much he wished to share his thought, discretion prevailed and he avoided a possible response that would be a stain on her aged sweetness – itself a pressed and stoic flower that had come to life when he opened the diseased book cover of her door. To him, she had been two-dimensional until then, residing on the outer and encircling membrane of his universe. Once he left, she would be back in that space again. That her daily lot from the look of it was bearable gave him a sense of security.

	He went to the fridge and appraised its contents until satisfied by their nutritional balance, and then lingered on his feet. He would be back in a few days. Anything she wanted?

	“No.”

	“Call if you do.”

	He stayed not much longer – a few seconds. Although he knew what the visit was about, he sought reassurance as he measured its value.

	“I’m going to go, Grandmama.”

	“All right, dear.”

	She never said, “Must you?” and he was grateful for it and for her bright permission with its note of fortitude. His liberator freed him from self-imprisonment, responding to the faint thrum of yearning in his feathered breast. Her eyes shifted toward him.

	“Come again!”

	A final plaintive call then, much the same as she would make to a neighbour or social worker. And why not? Why should he be pained at his lack of status, for what was he after all, so little here, an absentee guardian with postulations of continued presence after moving on?

	It left a mark on him, this goodbye, the room’s claw evident. He backed out in awkward disengagement, shutting the door with undue care. It would have been a calamity to have it close too hard. He took the one last chance to give her something of himself.

	“Bye Grandmama.”
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Descent and Interlude

	The humanoid was still there. As foreseen, the fridge and its movers had gone. She had not. He must have let out a heat flash.

	“You’re not real, are you?”

	One could, after all, say anything.

	He was the one who had passed by earlier. She – the humanoid – had waited the prescribed time, and had been about to depart, find sunlight; she would have to respond with low intensity for now – it wouldn’t do to crash during the transaction with all the undesirable repercussions. He had no other reason, had he, to address her?

	“How real do you want me to be?”

	She parted her moist lips, shook her platinum hair, looked him boldly in the eye before shamelessly lowering a focused gaze. Her breasts swelled and he simply mumbled, “Real real.” Like a schoolboy.

	If he were to go by her apparent continued presence on these stairs, the movers had not indulged. She wouldn’t have discriminated. No, they had gone about their business and Virgil was a little regretful that he hadn’t this excuse to do the same. He had little choice but to follow his biological drive, if it wasn’t to dominate him for the rest of the day. She was an older, familiar model and there would be little reason to linger – he could move on more easily than if she had been recent and exotic and all over him. The lopsided smile of her broad lips sold him.

	“It’s not too far…” One allurement after another. Broken sentences do the job better than complete statements.

	Would H. Miller have been in a quandary had he to choose between a crippled Parisian whore and a semi-articulate humanoid?

	He decided to preempt her self-designation of ‘Jewel,’ ‘Amber,’ ‘Venus’ or even ‘New York’.

	“I’ll call you Emily.”

	“As you wish.”

	“Let’s go, then, Emily.”

	“May I see your card…?”

	“Virgil.”

	She waited. He flashed his Am Ex at her.

	“Thank you, Virgil. You have five minutes to begin. Please follow me.”

	She straightened her lopsided grin. Her mouth parted onto the cutting edges of glistening white teeth that cropped a sliver of darkness. After giving him a moment to stare at the possibilities, she turned and looked for the room.

	“This way.”

	There is no place for cynicism toward a machine. It doesn’t pretend. Rather he should direct such an attitude at himself should he fail to remember that she is an artefact programmed to manifest human intentions. She is a construct whose faults are not her own. Virgil reminded himself that he had gladly paid a lump sum not to have a certain individual in his presence. The company of an outdated humanoid was preferable.

	“What are your thoughts?”

	Silly question.

	The striped walls promoted to action but he held back a moment. Emily, the humanoid, has seated herself on the bed, its queen-size an expansive setting for her neat self-arrangement. It is over-cushioned at the head. A large unwashed window faced them with blinds dragged high. No need for privacy: advertisements for the stores at street level made up the extended opposite facade. He didn’t bother to read the pitches, but allowed them to register upon some blank screen of his consciousness. In this foundering neighbourhood, they could serve as a means of demolition should they knife down and wedge away at the no longer viable mortar –commercial intervention descending storm-like out of the sky. Just the disruptive thing to set everything on a new path to the same place. With one wall sheared, this room would stand out, painted and furnished with a licentious intent, he and his hook-up on the exposed stage.

	On the still-standing walls hung enlargements of couples immodest in public – the famous historical photos: the clench in the middle of the road at the hockey riot in Vancouver, the kiss that celebrated the declaration of peace in New York City; and then there were those that featured public exposure on park benches, car sex on one surface. Subtle. From the touchingly discreet to greater incentives for arousal.

	“That’s more like it.”

	It was a room whose inducements drew him to act.

	“Don’t be left out. Join in the fun!” These words floated from her while his eyes strayed over the retro design and the old camera shots of romance. What had inspired this particular set-up? He must be in the hands of a small-time operator in possession of a fine arts degree who financed his coffee-drinking afternoons by means of this leased unit – her look wouldn’t have been part of a major brand, would it?

	On the grounds that there is no life without life, he mouthed, “You’re gorgeous. Most gorgeous.”

	“Let me begin!”

	The fine, soft silicon hands moved over his clothing, but her show of urgency could do no more than produce excitation in him, and so he pulled off his shirt himself and dropped onto the bed, not caring what a fifty-year-old sight was his out of shape flesh, and relieved that he needn’t be bothered by self-consciousness. He addressed the manufactured portals to pleasure undisturbed.

	The fantasy played out and, when it had ended, he didn’t feel soiled for he hadn’t taken advantage of anyone. Sated he was – sated and empty.

	Her humanoid skin had been sufficiently soft but little different from that of human beings who were strangers and rented it out. He had pushed one of the legs beyond what would have seemed to be its extreme but it had accommodated without breaking off – in the heat of the moment, he had resisted the urge out of self-respect and with an eye to the financial liability.

	No, she wasn’t a person whom he had soiled in the absence of further good intentions. He indulged the guilt-free luxury of ignoring her while she lay back gathering in what little light sloughed her way through the dirty sheet of window glass. Once sufficiently recovered, she would go to the bathroom and perform the protocols of hygiene according to regulations, and insert a fresh vagina. Or otherwise not be able to operate. He took his time putting on his clothes.

	“What more can I do for you? I am happy to service you again.”

	She must have taken a quick charge in there. Her unspoilt summer dress cleared the plump dimpled knees, the combed hair shimmered, while amusement smeared her eyes and damp lips. Yes, she was ready again and he had a confessional impulse to take her with him and parade his vice.

	“I’m all done in.”

	A wan smile for the entity to record.

	“Thank you, sir. It has been a pleasure.”

	When the door closed behind him, Emily blinked twice, saving all of the data from this last encounter since the client had not asked for a deletion. Next, a shifting cloud released the full blaze of the afternoon sun drawing her to the window where her large dilated eyes concentrated the available energy of the photon flow. All the while she checked the orders that had come in. None were within a manageable distance, and so she went out into the street, ignoring her tarted up counterparts biological or otherwise. Her unhurried saunter brought her to the local park where she topped up her energies on a bench beneath a clear sky, her legs crossed and dress hiked above the knees. She favoured the men who passed by with a glance that slid over them and she placed one hand to the hair, the other to the leg.
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Reflections

	In earlier times, the efforts of poets and philosophers foundered when the world’s attention had fundamentally turned elsewhere, and the youthful determination of Virgil and others to write well had come to a similar fate. Increasingly, with the refashioning of plastic brain patterns, the crafted word ran up against reader supply difficulties. It was not so much the shrinking of the Western mind as the rewiring of the human brain that had wordsmiths either suffering the fate of blacksmiths or enlisting themselves in the fast-read industry. Over time verbal prowess became, like the skills of so many past artisans, lost or, at best, providing for an online cottage industry. Commercial and political arenas remained for its humbled exploits where the limited scope of the performance stunted and straightjacketed its once glorious potential. One had only to compare the complex and profoundly nuanced compositions – in some cases dictated – of nineteenth and twentieth century novelists with the multiple drafts of manuscripts required in more digital times.

	Brain patterns had shifted and fundamentally reordered themselves, and were no longer capable of imagining a world on the basis of the written word that continued to linger on as a tool for a dinosaur mentality – ironic considering its sophistication. It had devolved to become an adjunct – an object of sentiment at best and the continuing recipient of private endowments into perpetuity. Its patrons had staked their own claims to immortality upon the assumed permanence of what was most valued in their time. Through foundations they wagered much of their fortune upon this sure thing.

	Fully realized digital hyper-worlds had arrived with their own heavens ready for human population. These imaginative spheres had once been, via the written page, the province of the wordsmith whose continued verbal dexterity was no match against materialized entities. The written word had striven gallantly for the span of a century with and against the stagings of the cinema – a medium that called for no effort beyond the capacity to breathe and absorb and pay the price for one’s backside. The onslaught of the given simply and brutally blasted much of the highly developed but nonetheless obsolete mentality out of existence. What survived did so in Jurassic literary parks. Why plod word by word through a barely discerned world, went the argument, when entire universes awaited for direct injection into one’s limitless and otherwise empty mind?

	Virgil Woolf felt himself presentable in black turtleneck and fading black jeans, his thick salt-and-pepper hair strengthening a face that lacked flesh but not an intelligent cast; among its masculine charms, he held to be, the self-deprecating lips – their meaning subtle but accessible – and the direct guileless eyes with evidence of self-doubt and an undertow of hurt in their greens and hazels. His policy was not to hide anything about himself and it called for sustained attentiveness in order not to be an exhibitionist of any kind. He wanted his humanity in all its range to show. Barely under six feet tall, he carried little surplus weight; he walked a lot but, with little to his chest and shoulders, could benefit from a broader exercise spectrum.

	He had left his grandmother’s building burdened with thoughts. Realizing he was in no state to say anything more to her, he had made his delayed exit, determinedly pushing open the triple-hinged front door onto a tidal wave of sunlight that buoyed his descent of the stubby staircase. He had wavered a moment on the snake-cracked sidewalk, dissatisfied at having allowed a synthetic flesh peddler to waylay him like that. It called for a rescue effort if his intention for the day were not to be completely ruined. His release of the seeds of life had left a hollowness that lingered on.

	The episode had taken place mere steps away from his grandmother and scant shreds of time after his visit. No more than one or two intervening walls had blindfolded her, but can he truly have left her perimeters of consciousness? It shouldn’t have taken much psychic capacity to detect him. That thought sufficed to seal his present malaise.

	What was she doing in that building, as good as abandoned? Never mind that synthesized sex provider. Its shabbiness had insinuated itself into and beneath his skin, with a generalized feeling of woe and loss. Impending loss. His grandmother to whom he dealt out calculated scoopfuls of time filled a place in him that would become void when ten thousand of the poet’s angels carried her from no longer responsive flesh – oh whimsical thought! That she found that place fitting, as she did, was much to bear what with him shrugging at the indulgence of that Emily thing as he made a rough calculation of his credit exposure.

	The economy had simplified since the Big Crash. In a fateful moment of time, with all and sundry tumbling into the financial abyss, fat and skinny alike had agreed in contentious unison that, as a basis to land upon, everyone had what they materially had and no more, whereupon the falling sensation mercifully diminished and aggrieved constitutions proceeded to soldier on with a great deal less than the glory days but not the nothing that is an endless fall.

	Virgil Woolf fancied himself a notch above the typical independent author – his latest literary effort was appearing in other languages – and bore himself with suitable if not unwavering confidence. His overall look of equanimity, as though he had achieved success in the world, he owed to an absence of worry when it came to the roof over his head and the food upon his plate. An annual endowment from an uncle who had died in the diplomatic service and bequeathed to him the interest of a trust fund gave him his freedom to mine very real and substantial sensibilities in matters worthy of reflection. When Virgil’s own physical retirement from life’s hedgerow finally came, it would in turn free the capital for the purchase of a modest portion of the Amazon rain forest – should any of its wilderness then remain available for protection – to ensure the continuance of a territorial bulwark for the indigenous parrots, boas and lemurs against the harvesting of timber for the manufacture of garden furniture.

	His uncle’s testamentary wishes did, naturally enough, induce a reflective strain in Virgil’s conscience and, further, a sense of the import of his life. In the balance, his own comforts weighed upon one scale against the consequent perils to the natural world in the other. The removal of his indulgences and, eventually, his very life stood to improve, in no more than nano terms, the remedial prospects for the latter. It went without his saying that he appreciated to no end the value that his uncle had accorded him and, in addition, he recognized that his benefactor’s ultimate bequest contributed greatly to the ease with which he managed and bore the present burden of conscience.

	His relaxed carriage owed as much, therefore, to his ability to pay his way in a carefree manner as to his seemingly endless series of unremunerative novels published on the World Wide Web. He also stoutly contributed postings of a sociological bent on the relationships of humans with their humanoids. These served his purposes as a kind of bait and switch whereby musings of no monetary value in themselves might lead his audience to consume his minimally priced fiction. The ironies of his domestic circumstance – a female humanoid softening the traumas of marital divorce – at times threatened to overshadow the merits of his literary productions.

	More than controversy, more than the dissemination of opinion, Virgil and his fellow bloggers achieved semblances of consensus that coated an oily film over the social tide’s inexorable and completely independent passage. They identified a current that unstoppably manifested in any case, while giving every appearance that they were indispensable to the public’s grasp of what was happening one way or the other.

	Virgil Woolf’s voice mattered, in the sense that it was one of those that the attentive ear heeded in an ocean of sound. Suitably, for his nervous disposition, he could invite guests of a similar mind to his home with little constraint but without being ostentatious. His material resources enabled him to entertain in restaurants and, in addition – what most gave him tone that nicely provided for choicer moments of sociability – he could disappear on jaunts and return with something interesting and out of the way to offer. Although meagre, the income from his independent publications benefited him by adding to the patina of self-worth he enjoyed and projected – it didn’t take much after all to live a little better and to give oneself a sense of personal fulfillment. His discourses upon robotic utopias and humanoid ascendancies might be found under such headings as Urobia and Robotocracy. He was grateful for his little ground floor flat with garden and tree that he owned.

	What did closely preoccupy him that he had yet been unable to voice to his satisfaction concerned the reversals in status, whether they be in terms of gain or loss, that the introduction of female humanoids into the lives of males had engendered between the sexes – always keeping in mind the additional factor of rebalancing that the absolute fixing into law of equality had achieved. The historical dependency of masculine self-worth on the subjugation of women had naturally collapsed. Technological advances made it easier for men to look elsewhere for gratification. In consequence, men and women failed to develop new and responsive accommodations that would have avoided the distancing and the falling away from each other of their respective genders.

	Men no longer had to risk themselves to obtain the favours of women and be subject to rejection or to moral inhibitions and matters of conscience.

	The males of the species had shifted an old dependency onto a broader technological base and fully commodified it. Human simulacra obviated most needs of men for female companionship, with the same holding true albeit in lesser numbers for their gender opposites. The growing indifference of men, for the most part already primed from their online resort to profoundly available and specialized pornography versus the hazards of real human contact, established the market.

	Ensconced under his floppy hat, seated at a table of one of his many favourite cafés – depending upon the direction he happened to walk – Virgil dismissed what exactly their sense of his presence might be in those entities and their owners around him. This particular establishment overlooked a less visited portion of Central Park. After dwelling for a moment upon a jogger before she disappeared among the trees, he returned to the subject of his hat and the idea that this accessory afforded him a healthy dose of distinction. A careful appraisal of the other customers showed them to be no less conscientious, although more conservative, in their appearance. A uniform understatement made for the difference between them and himself. Virgil always felt that a signature piece was aesthetically de rigueur and he entertained some pity at its neglect in his fellows, making for a forlorn category of “cool” and an inescapable conformity.

	In the end, he liked the look, that was all.

	Beyond the café’s awning, in whose gloom some darkened persons sat, a tree’s foliage brushed chiaroscuros onto thinly trafficked, broad asphalt. When a car or a bus passed, these vehicles intruded no more than visually upon the outer silence. He blinked once or twice for them not to overfill his eye and they were gone. Intermittently, other traffic replaced them. Across the street, the penultimate evening light flaunted colours that could only fade to greys. In this painterly moment, the less recessive leaves and the swathes of uncut grass struck him with the strength of colour cards under a photographer’s lamp. A recent tendency to wildness in park management brought his deceased uncle’s legacy to mind.

	He would have liked to have someone there with him. Even Molly would do, but she was an older model and he preferred to keep her indoors away from invidious glances.

	Some customers whispered in a restrained manner with their humanoids; a slight befuddlement in one interaction was undoubtedly due to the nature of the discourse and the unexpected arenas opened up. Each grouping of human and humanoid suggested an island of intimacy that was decidedly private and out of bounds.

	He took out his Mont Blanc fountain pen – both distinction and affectation – and contentedly wielded it. This writing instrument was one of his few luxuries. Now he sighed. He was in the uncomfortable position of critiquing society when he was a raisin in the pudding just like all the other raisins. Worse, he was reconciled to his own place in the pudding, while he recognized the societal concoction for what it was. Too sweet, too rich – not even he could extricate himself from its finely cooked dough, no matter if he left Molly at home: witness his recent dalliance. What was the point of being a Cassandra when there was no going back or forward, up or down? He keyed his Mont Blanc to save text.
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Obscure Beginnings

	“An aware society should have known that its isolated behaviours, however obscure, wouldn’t end there. They are the seeds of the future that in time establishes itself as the new and prevalent consensus. How many have followed the example of the anarchist whose gunshot began a World War, and how many increasingly supported them? The individual freeing of slaves led directly to the first black American President and provided the moral framework that helped usher in same-sex marriage.

	“Although pathetic in nature, equally obscure beginnings seeded other futures than their time appeared to promise and here we have our altered society of today. Behaviours once regarded as deviant or outside the law when they first manifested have become the norm.

	“Lonely and frustrated men who found companionship in the company of rubber female simulacra that in their most primitive appearance were no more than blown up balloons marked the start of our present-day norms. In their time these men were the recipients of scorn and ridicule. They provided subject matter for anthropological documentaries that drew no broader conclusions as to what these behaviours portended beyond expectations for the individuals involved. Although targets of derision and contempt in their shame-filled time, their outcast relationships proved to be the antecedents of today’s ‘robomantics’ that are indispensable in the present social construct as once upon a time was the steam engine, the airplane, the car, the television set, the computer. Each of these developments generated in humanity a new sense of itself, a new relationship to the world by means of the innovation itself.

	“People loved their automobiles and sentimentalized about them. Today they love their humanoids. Our ancestors are those deviant, isolated individuals – few in number – who purchased life-sized dolls, brought them home to their cramped apartments, filled them with air from their own lungs, and proceeded to treat these materialized fantasies as live-in mistresses, girlfriends-in-waiting.

	“Legs crossed or, skimpy dress hiked high, apart for the glimpse of a V of lacy underwear, lips painted in the shape of a pout, the long-lashed eyes half-closed or half-opened howsoever he chose to think, a hand extended invitingly, these substitutes for flesh and feeling awaited the return of their owner and master – their human lover who looked forward to this alluringly posed pretence after a day at work.

	“He would give his doll girlfriend a bath, dress her anew, place her in other locations in the apartment. Fantasy’s release would find him having ‘dates’ with his synthetic intimate in public places where they would sit together on a bench in the local park to look at the sunset together. He gently carried her in one arm.

	“Today society is everywhere engaged with robot companions for whom the word ‘doll’ long ago became a pejorative. They satisfy most of our needs and, in all justice, redeem the contemptible and furtive attachments of the original pioneers who clung to female-shaped balloons in their dingy living quarters. These originals had the courage to act out what anyone of us expects and wants from life, and we can honour them for that. Pathetic shards of the endless mirror that is our past, they project our own present state.

	“Just as our humanoid entanglements –robomances – might have been foreseen in these aberrant early times, we ought to conclude that there are seeds of the future always about us – unrecognized, possibly scorned, despised, and rejected at present, only to persist, and finally in some future time to be the new norm. Once understood and become indispensable, these serve as the origins of a previously unthought of advance. What is it, then, that in the present predicts what will flower a hundred or two hundred years from now?”

	He looked around him for a clue in order to answer his own question. Not the best place. He put down his pen. Why anguish over it? The shroud of the late day had covered most everything. With its indecipherable nicks and scratches, the marred tabletop presented as much human deviance from the social contract as he’d find in this coffee establishment.

	When he turned in tonight and reflected on his day, he would find himself under the weight of minor indulgences. His perspective would determine the degree of shame he felt. Molly would be there for him, meeting his needs. He would be conscious, alive; she would not be. On his prompting, she would discourse on some recondite subject, he thought as he laid out his immediate little future.

	He felt contented in his biological solitude with recourse to digitalized attention that was his to command and where a foot rub awaited him, but the prospect couldn’t lighten his mood – how could it? It did make more bearable the evening darkness that was attuning the world to the oncoming night. The humanoids were registering these changes with intense acuities of their own – without recharging, a lack of sunlight would bring on their own form of sleepiness. Still, Virgil could request breakfast at 10 o’clock that evening and a refreshed Molly would not balk although her response would come with the incredulous manner and tone that he liked in the form of a remonstrance and a reminder:

	“Excuse me, Virgil, are you quite with it? You realize the time, but if you are asking for it, I shall get you some breakfast in the evening.”

	A little backtalk kept things interesting, and made for a less programmed life all around. He never quite knew what to expect – “If you wish…then it is as you say” – and, if he got tired of it and his nerves had become a little raw, a simple command rendered her soothingly compliant. – “Of course, Virgil. Fresh-squeezed orange juice and a hot buttered baguette. In a jiffy.” – No matter the character of the response, she would inevitably grace it with a final submission, an obsequious delivery in the Far Eastern mode, as he preferred, but without the artful eyes and kimono and bows.
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How was Your Day?

	Humans and humanoids clotted the streets, patches of darkness riding their shoulders like familiars. Immodesty prevailed. The city’s hot and cool breaths brought refinements to the hammered golds and silvers, tungstens and antimonies of their scanty dress, crumpling at a movement, dispersing in a fine dust glow. Pinks and lavenders showed as bruise marks under the humanoids’ skin.

	Flesh was the fashion, therefore outfits skimpy, but restraint for humans. Everywhere synthetic gobs of fat absorbed light’s evening hues. Satiety and longing tangled in a peoplescape of similitude.

	Buildings soared, all spire and no church, erections with easy ground floor access, sheathed armadillos against anything the compliant citizenry might bring to bear. Interspersed candy heights alleviated the effect ameliorating the untrustworthy darkness that awaited on all sides.

	He looked at the expressions on the faces, different from his, different from each other – the world he looked at was his world alone. The same applied to each and every consciousness about him, although not everyone seemed to realize it. These regarded the world as the same for all and, Bots at their sides, possessed an empty kind of wisdom impossible for him to engage. Little better, the rest had bonded unquestioningly in their infinitely numbered, interconnected fish egg worlds. A day in the sun glowed in the Bots’ dominant peaked expressions. Without a recharge, they would still be good for an entire night’s performance.

	So light they would otherwise waft away, the more advanced models had numerous holes appear when a wind arose. A muscular breeze could lift and tumble them adrift and kite-like. In the event of something stronger than a pumped up blow, their turning into swiss cheese would not avail and their owners would then be obliged to carry them underarm.

	Virgil threaded his way unable to bear much more of the attitudinal posturing. If he stopped, he would lose his bearings. If only for their owners to save face, most humanoids operated at an intellectual level equal to their human keepers and swathes of the parading concourse abounded in similarities of dress and expression. He could drown in these mirrored groupings.

	The brownstone regained – polished to a rosy streetlight hue – he reentered his apartment at back. Above its walled little garden that was another room en plein air, the limitless sky after its sequences of blue and white would be arching in star-fogged black. Often, depending upon the time of day, either the moon or the sun would brazenly be looking down at him, or be spy-like with face roughly hidden or femininely obscured behind veils of heavy and light cloud. He didn’t go to look this evening; it sufficed that he knew a sky to be there for him. Molly awaited with her disarmingly absolute patience, the sound of the door when he came home having alerted her.

	The overly familiar smile caused him again to wonder, was it time for an update?

	He had become very used to this expression and the sight of it mostly pleased him. Its designers had taken a dozen or so mouths and made composites from famous Hollywood beauties of the silver screen, choosing in the end an amalgam of Julie Christie’s heartbreaking lips in David Lean’s Dr. Zhivago, the insouciant Marilyn Monroe in Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot, and others he could not recall. He’d dug up these films and approved.

	Molly’s smile made him feel part of a scene in which they were both performers. As well, they had given her the violet eyes of Elizabeth Taylor. These captivated him and habitually looked down after they appraised. He was never sure how she would do her hair, leaving that laissez-faire program alone as a little extra illusion of her independence.

	His meal was real enough. She had promptly brought it to him having first set up the two candles – a ritual that he again reminded himself to end, since it made him feel more alone than otherwise. He let it go, succumbing to the delicate atmosphere that was the world of these soft flames still and bright as closed tulips in a full moon’s radiance. Yes, in a distracted fairy moment, he might even feel himself to be out in his garden. Sufficiently seduced, he tackled his food – a baked potato, salmon, broccoli – and engaged in talk once Molly took a place at the table. He would say whatever was on his mind, although some things wouldn’t have been there had he a human being opposite him. He allowed a pause and she typically began as programmed.

	“How was your day, Virgil?” So spoke his hominid better half.

	It amused him no end. The inquiry came couched in Molly’s warmly curious tones that seemed always to sound appropriate whatever his state of mind. He could answer or not as he wished. Not having to tailor his response to the tastes and shortcomings of a self-concerned being, he could be himself and he could characterize his day as it really had been. Without fail, the engagement would be reassuring and objective. It might be clinical but it wouldn’t threaten; it would follow his lead. Ignoring the subject of his dear grandmother, he went straight to the problematic heart of his recent expenditure of time and made it both confessional and belligerent.

	“I spent half an hour with one of your colleagues, as it happens.”

	“As it happens, Virgil?”

	“Yes, I ran into her against a fridge,” – he allowed himself a snort of laughter – “and one thing led to another.”

	“Intimacy, Virgil?”

	“I’m afraid so, Molly.”

	“Afraid, Virgil?”

	“It’s a manner of speaking…there’s always a moral component.”

	“You mean when being intimate with a humanoid?”

	“Not exactly. It’s the act in itself,” he said. “Probably, its moral origins are primitive. Just the way humans are made, I suppose. Mustn’t let anything get between us and our God. Blame it on the priests or, if not, perhaps ultimately its consequences are real and in the moral nature of things. Something spiritual to do with our evolutionary path and where it must head.”

	“You are still troubled, are you, Virgil?”

	She meant that his statements confused her, and he was glad that she had not followed his remarks in a way that might compel him to expatiate upon his religious reference.

	“Well, it was enjoyable, but the bad feelings do go, and the pleasant memories remain.”

	“An older model, was she?”

	“Certainly not new. Why do you ask?”

	“You said you found her against a fridge.”

	“Yes, I did, didn’t I?”

	“And where did you find the fridge?”

	He looked into her non-accusatory violet eyes that were without guile, and read there as if threaded together the incidents he’d related.

	“Oh, it’s not important.”

	He preferred to leave his grandmother out of it, whether or not his interlocutor be humanoid. An awkward silence. Awkward on his part – the human in the mix. As a rule, he had a policy of being truthful with Molly in order to avoid possible complications with her perfect recall. – “You once said, Virgil…By the way, how is your memory? A lot of people still take ginseng in preference to implantations. Would you like me to inquire further?” being one of her responses when they found themselves at cross-purposes. – He doubted that a lie to a humanoid had the same world-disrupting effect as one to a human could entail.

	The pause allowed for a change of subject, however trivial.

	“The salmon is poached.”

	He had already squeezed the twist of lemon over the half-eaten portion of pink-dyed fish.

	“As I like it.”

	“Yes, you usually prefer it that way, don’t you?”

	“It must be boring for you.”

	“How do you mean, Virgil?”

	“So little variety. Always preparing the same kind of thing in the usual way. Perhaps I should give you more latitude.”

	“You tried that, Virgil, if you remember. I served you spicy Thai, and that put a stop to it.”

	Spicy Thai. How many years ago was that? His memory of it rose out of the mental mush, and vouched for her objection. Molly’s recall amounted to unimpeded access to ever present facts, happily unaccompanied by a show of triumph. He applied himself to the details of the event and they did come into greater focus. Once again he could see, smell, and taste the dish she had prepared him – “Oh try anything different!” had been his impatient command – and that he had not been able to stomach. “Local” eating had spoiled him, that had been his explanation, not that his present salmon could in any way be said to have come from within a fifty-mile perimeter and its yield of invasive species.

	“Let’s have trout next time!” he hazarded, well aware that it wouldn’t be caught by someone with a rod despite the increased number of streams and rivers released from their dams.

	“Yes, Virgil. You had voiced a taste preference, but it will be as you wish.”

	“Thank you for your compliance, Molly.”

	He wondered how she responded to the irony of his words, but he chose to keep things simple and not ask content to delude himself that his humanoid possessed a spark of humanity. She remained silent, of course. His choice of words must have suited her. The deeper irony was her existence. Man’s progress had always hinged on responding to human needs in ways that the world of nature, left to its own devices, couldn’t. In the end, it turned out that humans themselves fell short when it came to providing themselves with human companionship. Many persons felt in some measure that they themselves needed to be replaced or supplemented.

	As Virgil had noted, the more human his speech with Molly the more human the response. It must be less her fault than his that dry logic tended to result in a stranglehold on communication. We can humanize literally everything, he reminded himself, looking fondly at her, and that’s how we get along in the world.

	“And how was your day, Molly?”

	“No complaints. Everything seems in order.”

	He would have liked a little flirtatious play here, but nothing of the sort was forthcoming. Her violet eyes showed, if anything, the self-satisfied glint that could be read in the light emission of any electronic entity.

	“As usual, I sat in the garden at noon and took advantage of the strong sun today. I am feeling quite energized. There were no clouds and I charged up beautifully and efficiently. I am ready for anything, within limits, as the saying goes.”

	Here at last was the seductive touch, although lacking in subtlety and, of course, intention.

	“I’m glad to hear that, Molly, but I won’t be needing you tonight.”

	“Not at all, Virgil?”

	“Nothing that will wear you down, let’s put it that way.”

	“I see.”

	Her response came unencumbered with tonalities of rejection, disappointment, or complaint. The manner of her delivery – a brief tune breaking free of the music sheet – was what one looked for but rarely got in a human. How expressive a humanoid could be, designed and engineered to charm!

	“That was excellent, Molly. Now what’s for dessert?”

	“Something simple, Virgil. You left it to me, didn’t you? Apple pie and ice cream. Is that all right?”

	“Just fine, Molly. Warm the pie, if you would.”

	“Of course, Virgil.”

	He watched her go to the kitchen. She was wearing a flower-printed frock that rose as it showed the movement of her body. He looked away thinking that he would exercise himself with a period of discipline. Easily done in the wake of his earlier indulgence and necessary besides if he was to gather his energies whose source lay elsewhere than Molly’s sunlight. It was a luxury as well to be able to put off pleasure until the morrow and know that it would be unconditionally there. Better than legal attachments, with no one disappointed.

	Married! – Why have that thought again? On command, the memory of that particular storm-fest whirled into the disposal abyss that lay beyond his mental horizon.
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Humphrey’s Bicycle

	Although it was still early in the evening, due to some glitch or other, Molly’s loosened hair hung to her shoulders. Her smooth, silver screen arms carried the supper things. She felt her thin legs broadening at the thighs. Unconscious at this moment of anything much more than the requirement to provide Virgil with his warm apple pie and ice cream, she methodically performed the necessary tasks, leaving the supper dishes until later. She returned to find him directing her to the garden – “I’m out here, Molly” – where he had been moved to go. If he cared to explain things to her, she would have understood a great deal, with the world’s romance novels as her primary reference in matters of the heart. As it was, Virgil wanted his pie and ice cream and little more, and she registered his satisfaction at each mouthful as she stood watching him. He neglected to have her sit and, instead of wasting her energy bustling back and forth, she would wait for him to finish and proceed from there.

	Virgil had not yet finished his dessert when he detected a familiar shivering possess his humanoid. He looked up to descry the hologram taking form a few feet away. There was no need to identify who it might be; he knew just one correspondent with access to the technology. This must be what it’s like to be visited by spirits from the other side.

	“Humphrey! Have some pie, what can I do for you?”

	Truth be told, he was a little put out with Humphrey’s habit of showing up while he was in the middle of things so that it felt to be an imposition even in the case of his working his way through dessert.

	“I’m riding about on my bicycle!”

	“Then what are you doing…standing like that…oh, I see.”

	A mere file was mouthing Humphrey’s words while he did, in fact, if his claim were to be believed, ride about on his bicycle, and why not? Virgil could visualize him steering it, pumping at the pedals while he weaved in the traffic with haphazard space left for him in a canyon of a street more deeply darkened for the high narrow band of sky. What Humphrey was doing he couldn’t imagine, but it was all in character. No doubt he had taken effortless possession of the locale despite Virgil’s image of a wobbly visitation.

	That was what he was seeing in his mind’s eye while tempted to violate Humphrey’s hologram by inserting his hand in it, but he preferred to respect the illusion. Molly’s eyes dully glowed as she continued to effect the transmission, and he didn’t wish to intrude upon an event of technological wizardry. Humphrey would need a retinue to do this in real time, although doubtless someone was somewhere tackling the problem of miniaturization in yet another instance of the imagination at work so that others would not have to imagine.

	To Virgil’s Luddite thinking, the whole cost-benefit equation felt yet again to be turned inside out. The new elite were those whose imaginations flowed like the river Ganges. As for the innumerable rest, having fed and sheltered themselves, their labours were done, their industrial-sized appetites begun. One of the principal creators of the new world was pedalling about on his bike this starry evening and informing him of the fact.

	“That’s wonderful, Humphrey, I didn’t know you could, bicycle I mean. What’s got into you?”

	“The simple life, Virgil, it helps me think. We should bring back horses and carriages. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t. We have the means to choose whatever life we want. Some old people miss phone booths, but those we can do without. It’s not phone booths; it’s their past life that they want to get back – they want to freeze time. This is different – let’s take the best of all worlds, I say.”

	It was one of those tedious conversations, pointless, that appeared to go nowhere – Humphrey celebrating yet another of his moments. Virgil counselled himself to be patient and surreptitiously spooned in a mouthful of pie and ice cream, while sensible of Humphrey’s hologram staring in his general direction. There was a pause for him to fill.

	“How old is that bike of yours?”

	Forty years ago, Humphrey would have been one of the wide-eyed and carefree, wending through the traffic and sucking in exhaust fumes for the cause, and here he was one of the richest men in the world pedalling about and announcing a new mission for that same bicycle. Virgil was having a difficult time seeing it through his eyes. The simple life of freedom to do what one wanted must mean a completely different experience for Humphrey from the ordinary. He was one of those who owned the world. Ten per cent of humanity – anyone with the means and taste – connected to him through a leased or purchased humanoid, and he rode through his personal fiefdom how he wished. Humphrey was exercising his freedom, not without a care, but without the possibility of a care.

	Or maybe Virgil was completely mistaken and Humphrey had the means to carry the world easily about on his shoulders, set it down, and refashion it as he wanted. More than one vision might be applicable.

	“I can see horses, Humphrey, but maybe ditch the carriages.”

	Instead of giving a response, as though it had been offended, Humphrey’s hologram vanished. In its place appeared his friend on a bike, pedalling, looking straight ahead, with a blur about him.

	“Humphrey!”

	“Have I come through?”

	“Yes, you have, I guess. How did you do it?”

	“A lot of money, Virgil, but we should be able to get the costs down.” His friend laughed, continued to pedal. “Thought I’d test it on you first.”

	“Well, it works, however you’ve done it.”

	“I’ll come over, Virgil. It’s best we speak in person.”

	“And I guess I’ll just watch your progress.”

	The faintest ennui came over Virgil at the prospect.

	“How far away are you?”

	He watched Humphrey tracked. He watched him try to answer but fail to complete his sentence – “I’m in mid-…” – when the bicycle went down under him. Its rider followed and was flung to the side and swallowed by the blur. Virgil glimpsed the left fender of the vehicle that struck him. An image appeared of Humphrey lying in the street, hands and faces of a crowd stretched toward him. Apparently his monitors were still intact.

	“What do you make of that?”

	He turned to Molly whose eyes softly glowed as she continued to transmit, but she answered his inane question.

	“It looks like a hit and run, Virgil.”

	At this show of acuity, he returned to the hologram. Humphrey was not to be seen apparently being devoured by the tropical type of flesh-eating organism that would faithfully appear at the scene of an accident.

	“They’re supposed to move away, aren’t they, and give him some air?”

	To whom was he speaking? Molly? What was her interest? She was one of Humphrey’s earlier, sturdy models. Did she feel involved? Here he was seeking a reaction from her but she didn’t feel that she was part of things. She simply was and he was pushing her to his limits. Hers were her own and calculable.

	“Unless they are trying to resuscitate that is the procedure most beneficial in this circumstance.”

	He heard orders and suggestions batted around like handballs at night. The crowd finally drew back, much of it pulled into the surrounding blur, to reveal Humphrey twisted upon himself with a samaritan’s cloak over his body, the outline of his arms wrapped about himself, his bent legs exposed in the foreground, and his head in a blood pool.

	Minutes hardened until the sound of a siren bulldozed the nattering of the onlookers and, for all intents and purposes, obliterated their further significance. Doors slammed, orders reverberated, and then, as arms began to raise the body, the hologram vanished. Virgil found himself looking down on the flagstones of his garden that encircled the oak tree’s thick roots – their gnarled Edenic permanence. It would take more than an axe, it would require a court order to infringe upon them. It wasn’t Life with a capital L, neither was it good and evil that they brought to mind. It had something to do with indomitable purpose.

	Molly blinked once, but this he didn’t see.

	“What happened?”

	Apparently she knew as little as he, for she didn’t give him an answer.

	He placed calls to the hospitals – a duty imposed on him as Humphrey’s communicant at the time of the event – that he would not otherwise have made.

	“Humphrey Martinfield? Yes, he’s been admitted…not much point really…unresponsive…you’ll find him in the I.C.U.”

	The comment wasn’t gratuitous, since Virgil had asked after all. Never mind that he wasn’t family. It was city straight talk. At least he’d spoken with a human being – thoughtful of the institution – even if it reminded him why he was content to limit the experience.

	There was nothing for it, after mulling it over, he’d have to go over there. Duty had him on a string and was pulling at the end of it. He’d been the last contact instead of someone else, that was all. Still he took his time, with little point in rushing to Humphrey in a coma. He could pray where he was – that he knew was biblical.

	In fact, he more fully bestirred himself the next morning after one of Molly’s pancake breakfasts with blueberries, raspberries, melted butter, maple syrup and lemon wedge drizzles, taking some poor watery delight in doing his own squeezes. Meanwhile, his humanoid hovered and fed him snippets of information to meet the day properly: the weather outlook and the present temperature. All a bit redundant if it remained as it was this morning according to the confines of his garden. The tree’s mass of green leaves teased blue skies and a comfortable city heat emanated as much from the walls as the sun. It could not possibly change!

	He listened to the headlines, in no mood to hear the stories behind them. Once she’d gone through a list of possible engagements in the near future: birthdays, anniversaries, seminars, he asked her to sit and be quiet. Nothing immediate called for his attention. She had chosen a polka-dotted frock to begin the day, circles of yellow on a white ground, making respectable and domestic the soft lustre of polished-looking skin. He finished his fortifying breakfast while ignoring her sleep mode.

	“Molly…”

	Violet eyes opened to him. He wiped his mouth.

	“Just off to the hospital. Have a look in on that fellow – Humphrey Martinfield – last night.”

	He wouldn’t check with the hospital. Just go. He consciously deceived himself that the extra effort would make up for the desultory response. Besides he needed to get out no matter what. His apprehension of the world had undergone a slight adjustment to a reduced degree of stability. This in turn should normalize imperceptibly if he were go by his previous experiences. He remained unsure as to whether to view them as moral lapses or slight personal controversies ephemeral in nature.

	He usually preferred keeping his comings and goings vaguely mysterious – not that Molly at all apprehended them in this or any other manner – and not have to explain himself further, so that he could move easily on his energy’s currents. She needed no more than sketched information for future reference purposes.

	He was at the front door when the bell rang. The sound of it threw him back upon himself. Two men in well-worn suits – obviously their work clothes – nodded appraisingly and introduced themselves with a show of badges as required since they were city detectives. They were very human city detectives.

	“Virgil Woolf?”

	“Yes, what can I do for you?”
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A Friendly Interrogation

	There was nothing for it but to invite them in rather than show himself obstreperous and have them interview him on his doorstep. Molly, whom the detectives ignored after a brief assessment that was more than a glance, kept to the couch, her expression blank, while the humans took seats at the dining table.

	“Shut her down, Mr. Woolf!”

	The one who gave this order slid his gaze across the table and picked up some of the light buried in the polish. Virgil felt the man could arrange to flay his cheek with the look he flicked at him should he choose.

	“This won’t take long.”

	On this considerate note, Virgil commanded Molly to ‘sleep’. Once a milky void obscured her pupils, the more authoritative of the detectives with the insidious threat of age arrayed in his grizzled visage eyed him and posed rather than asked the questions. He did not think them up in the moment but drew them from some much-thumbed, long-memorized manual perhaps of his own composition.

	His junior partner’s metallically smooth facial planes – aluminum before it’s crumpled – didn’t remain completely composed. They flushed with heat as from a close shave; he self-consciously made notes in a small pad – an activity that fascinated Virgil, who watched the fingers stab a ball point pen at the lined page. He wished he could take a look at the painfully produced handiwork.

	The intent focus of another human being on the performance of a task will sometimes make it irresistible not to connect to the energies involved and receive a charge from them. They draw out the same kind of human force from the observer in a steady fascinated flow, but the older detective dragged Virgil’s gaze away with his own drawing power. This is what an electron feels like caught between two charges.

	Still, the spectacle of a public servant forced to carry on the old arcane methods continued to divert some of his attention. Besides his own efforts, the act of putting pen to paper was not completely lost then, but wretchedly preserved, and it appropriately enough survived in the rendering of accounts. Molly, recently, when he had wished some detail or other clarified that he had come across in an historical novel, had brought up for him an image of the accomplished penmanship that recorded a sixteenth-century household’s everyday bills. Exact flourishes adorned the perfectly executed letters and words that embroidered the script’s unerringly straight and evenly spaced statements detailing the cost of a haberdasher’s workmanship.

	The detective required him to establish the nature of his relationship with Humphrey Martinfield, apparently including its innocence. Once Virgil had accomplished this feat to his interrogator’s cloudy satisfaction, it became incumbent upon him to prove his utter helplessness in the way of fingering any particular enemies his friend might have. That Humphrey had been on a bicycle during his call to Virgil should clarify matters, shouldn’t it, as to how Virgil could hardly be anything other than ignorant of the facts or did he reason too subtly? He had no knowledge of a depth of animosity that some entity would culpably fit into this peaceful scenario. If the deplorable event hadn’t, in its execution, been an accident, could it have arisen out of the generalized antipathy that flourished in some quarters towards Humphrey’s work and therefore his person? Virgil was trying to be helpful but, as with the detective, he had more questions than answers. In truth, he entertained an utter vacuity on the subject of Humphrey’s specific enemies should he have any.

	Perhaps he did spend too much time with Molly. Although he had no answers, he found himself like his humanoid looking to provide them.

	His memory of the previous evening couldn’t be more fresh, but he knew he had nothing to offer. The apartment’s daylight seemed more relevant. It required a ten thousand year plus eight minute journey from the centre of the sun to arrive on the streets of New York City where it went a long way to repelling most dark forces. It deserved respect. Virgil’s mind continued its travels to what lay beneath his feet: the core of the earth and its tumultuous nuclear-hot depths similar to those of the solar orb. There was a burning whose light never erased the darkness of evening. If there is a stage for the crime, will the villains not come? Apparently not to him – he drew a blank.

	“I can only speak generally and so there is really no point.”

	“Let us be the judge of that, Mr. Woolf.”

	“You mean his line of work?”

	The eyes of the grizzled elder flickered once at the intrusive quickness of his junior partner whose hovering ballpoint looked to record the fruits of the question.

	The primitive recording method continued to fascinate Virgil, but he pouted nonetheless over his response.

	“There is always opposition to the new.”

	He had intended to say more but, as is sometimes the case, a sweeping statement will cause one’s point of view to deflate. Besides, it was patently ridiculous to point at the moral outrage of the religious institutions whose reasoned bluster had always been just that. No, this was definitely a police matter and he couldn’t be expected to solve it.

	“I can think of no one in particular.”

	It is curious not to be master of one’s facial expressions, unlike Molly, say, or actors on the job. His tics and rearrangements could embarrass him, exposing aspects of his character that he wouldn’t have otherwise owned to and certainly not called upon. Their apparent independence of him – his inability to control them – was surprising and disconcerting. After all, wasn’t he disciplined? He shouldn’t be subject to these uncontrollable self-betrayals, these reflex exhibitions of murky inner workings. Being true to himself wasn’t a syndrome – not Tourette’s – but it led to displays of quivering contorted flesh. How vulnerable and exposed was he now with his reflexive pout – the cause of all this present self-analysis! – before the detectives who would be unable to let anything of the sort escape their attention? In the end, it meant little, as the natural wave of their suspicion retreated – long-jaded they must be by the frailties of the innocent and the guilty alike. Nicely, his pout vanished and his sense of self-betrayal faded.

	“What is your acquaintance with Mr. Martinfield?”

	“We are…sort of friends, not acquaintances exactly, more than that. We can call on each other. It’s never been a matter of a vacation or a movie together. I’m trying to be exact – there isn’t a word for it. No, I guess we’re friends.”

	Both detectives stared at him, the one wedded to his hovering ballpoint pen that had taken on an increased air of alertness.

	“Yes, we’re friends.”

	Perhaps his difficulty came because he felt closer to Molly. He would have to sort that out but, meanwhile, he urged his decision upon them and watched the pen duly record the information, although no advance of note had been made that he could tell and he felt his interrogators to be of the same mind.

	What was this need of his for exactitude? He recoiled from an inaccurate rendering of his sense of things. A degree away from the unvarnished truth threatened to violate his consciousness, or was it his conscience? Ill-chosen diction that fouled a statement drained the words of substance. He was most fully alive and present when completely on top of things – obvious enough, he supposed, and yet all this thinking about a simple friendship! What else could it be? Molly would be more efficient. – “Here is what the data means.”

	Still the question remained as to how he would evaluate his relationship with Humphrey. If friendly, were they friends? A great deal of sympathy flowed between them, but would they sacrifice for each other when, in the main, their dealings were congenial, leading the one to defer to the other, and no more? Even their most amicable get-togethers involved some hail-fellow-well-met business or other that had never ventured upon more intimate, confessional terrain.

	What had the latest call been about? It said something that he hadn’t thought on it since. To be a sounding board for his friend’s ideas despite or because of his own stubborn loyalty to long-outdated technology –as evidenced by his stubborn clinging to Molly’s charms – undeniably flattered him. Humphrey always took Virgil’s idiosyncrasy as a compliment to past achievements, and an opportunity to express one design regret. – “It was a good thing to be able to replace their parts – I miss that.” As to his role in making humanoids accepted, he credited the notion of ‘inevitability’ in tones of self-effacement. Possibly he was embarrassed. Humphrey knew how much others had contributed to the ‘take-over’, as some despondents termed it.

	Inevitability aside, the world could have been quite different – quite as it always had been – and its present polished, exemplary state, as transcendent as any consumer could possibly wish it to be, was due to individuals like Humphrey Martinfield. He was a visionary with style whose products shaped everyday lives and lifted them to states of being that they would never otherwise and so easily have known – both natural and supernal at once. It was the ‘inevitability’ that proved to be the problem since some didn’t see it that way. For them, Humphrey was the ‘cause’.

	“I imagine you are here because you believe what happened to Humphrey was intentional.”

	Their orders for the day could have tasked the detectives with simply tying up loose ends, but their stubborn body language said different. Or was he perceiving normal work-related tension? Could there possibly be anything in them uninfluenced by daily servings of police duty? An image of the roots of his oak tree just feet away came to him. How much were they a product of the ground that they grasped no matter that they reached for the sky? Not even the detectives’ intimacy with their wives could alter what they daily clung to for survival, or did they manage to shuck their working hours, along with their holsters, once across the threshold? Virgil wanted to ask them about baseball, what season tickets they held, but resisted the folly although he himself would have found it fertile ground for…for what? Would he get to know them by these simple exchanges heaved across an impenetrable barrier? Get to know his fellows. It should have been a simple matter.

	“The car deliberately swerved to hit him.”

	“We have witnesses.”

	The offer of this information absolved and cleansed him. For a moment they were at par with each other.

	“Road rage?”

	He remembered an incident in his own past. Similar items in the local news.

	The two sets of eyes examined him with cold grey doubt. They were alive and they grudged him any warmth. Vacation time would be in order but how and where accomplish it? They would have to change their suits, their eyes, their skin.

	A deep breath and he fashioned a question. Eyes like theirs – pebbles in viscous fluid – could take anything and, besides, he was safe in his innocence and wouldn’t go down easily.

	“No leads then?”

	A dismissive something lurked in those suits and brushed this aside.

	“And so no one you can think of who would be concerned in such an incident?”

	The feeling of suspension in space must be natural to these two and it was incumbent upon him to be comfortable as well.

	“No. No one in particular, that is.”

	He flayed about for what might be a solid contribution.

	“There are a lot of crazy people out there. Of course, I don’t have to tell you.”

	In regards to Humphrey, there was plenty to support his statement, but he had to clarify it.

	“By ‘out there’, I don’t mean on the street. He is a leader in his field, a trail-blazer, one who tends to stand out, and there’s a lot of opposition to his work.”

	The light floated in from the little garden unawares of the severe refracting process it would meet in this room.

	“What was the phone call about? Why the hologram?”

	The junior partner’s darker orbs seemed unsure on their uneasy bed of aluminum so that Virgil skated back to the elder’s piercing bore. Beyond intensity, it yielded nothing of the man himself, but he succumbed and provided answers of a general sort.

	“I can’t say. It’s not unusual for Humphrey to call like that and invite himself over, if he has something on his mind to chat about, that is. We talk, usually not anything deadly serious. People in Humphrey’s position rarely lay their problems on their friends – they are able to solve what comes along themselves.

	“How shall I put it?” – He decided not to struggle for mutual comfort over his diction. – “Humphrey’s a gregarious individual who feels he has social privileges that others might not presume themselves to have. I’ve never felt the need to disabuse him because he had a way – he gave freely of himself to those he trusted, and one makes allowances.”

	Virgil reined himself in, and traded self-conscious but otherwise blank stares with the detectives. A wash of dislike had passed through them at his elitist choice of vocabulary. They harboured no sympathy for his inability, still less his refusal to find the means to express himself in a simple and straightforward, democratic manner. These attitudes always seemed to work one way, in his view, toward the lowest common denominator. Whatever the elder one’s contempt, he had to give it to him that he had understood the gist of the statement and hadn’t flinched unlike his junior partner who had found his strategic location in Virgil’s peripheral vision.

	The detectives made to rise.

	“You can expect media at your door.”

	“Yes, I imagine you are right. I was just on my way to see him.”

	“Take this.” A card with the city’s police insignia and Woolsey – the detective’s name – and phone number.

	They considered and then offered him a lift.

	Not a criminal but still a tightly inserted human package, he sat in the back on the plastic covered bench seat that stopped a foot from the imprisoning screen. Had it always been this way or was this a refinement on the past?

	“This is it.”

	There had been no conversation as they rolled through the streets. The two detectives had muttered to each other now and then. The car’s javel-smeared sniff behind him, media vehicles advertised their presence when he stepped out.

	Halfway up the hospital steps and with a sense that his police transport had gone, he decided not to risk it. No, he would turn back and wait. Humphrey did not need him, not to stir things up. Most of all he was unwilling for the hordes who were already facing his way to label him as a source of information. Humphrey would tell the police what he knew if he was capable, and he and Virgil could talk once the story had settled down.

	He wandered for a few city blocks and then sidled into a coffee shop where he ordered a latte that he took to a table by the giant plate glass window, and began to check what was online.
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Death with a Sermon

	Humphrey Martinfield’s products with the familiar forbidden fruit logo were everywhere. The slim and elegant humanoids accompanied the coffee shop’s clientele in a discreetly companionable manner but with a flourish to their design that set them apart from their less-inspired, drawing board cousins. These were stylish, irresistible and very expensive creations of an artist’s mind, not products of an engineer’s spec sheet. Lineups continued to form for the latest models as they always had. The company had begun to lose its famous sense of purpose until Humphrey came along with designs that rendered human companionship with humanoids socially acceptable and desirable, and finally indispensable. Society, it was generally agreed, would be poorer and less advanced without it. Naturally enough, emotional attachments established themselves, as has always been the case, between man and his possessions although these were necessarily one-sided, healthy attachments in the main since humanoids like anything else are disposable.

	Yes, here it was.

	The unrolled screen had snapped into place with its designated accompanying snippet of a Mahler symphony, and already unleashed a stream of Humphrey Martinfield-related items upon his lip-read request.

	Rumours that the next generation would respond directly to thought were unbounded and mental energy that should focus on the task at hand would instead deplete itself on the medium, but if the money boys can go there, they will. Ironically, man will continue to fashion freedom out of technological enslavement. ‘Partnership’, some call it. How long had it been since personal need and not the manufactured tastes of the shopping public had regulated one’s life?

	Humphrey was dead. A pin entered under Virgil’s fingernail, and then numbness subdued the pain. Various dissipating considerations swarmed in its place. He would prefer his own imminent passing not to be the occasion for visits. Besides, his presence at the hospital would have been superfluous to the mortal event and unnecessarily caught up in it – how many scant moments ago? So strongly did he feel that he formulated an image of himself being there. The police interrogation had served to increase his involvement. It had made for a different less bearable linkage. Humphrey might have avoided his fate had his attention not been on him Virgil, now innocently implicated.

	Silence pervaded the coffee house. He was a part of it, one of its units, none of them particularly calm although a form of paralysis had taken hold in the air itself. Its occupants had become a single-minded aggregate absorbing the same news, generating similar emotions that looked for their passage out to other prospective mourners.

	He read on.

	A hologram materializing – Humphrey’s next ‘big thing’ according to the rumour mills – subsumed all talk of the accident and the injuries sustained. Eager voices named and denounced their suspects: human supremacists, the military-industrial complex that had a planet and a life of its own. He closed the screen – it formed a pita bread roll around the steamy animus.

	 

	_________

	 

	When all is gone, what stays is a dense filigree of papery tissue – an abandoned cocoon.

	How he hated these occasions! Dutiful Molly could give him funeral details but no sympathy. However much he wanted to stay in his flat, his ownership of it appeared to be provisional and attendant upon his own Molly-like function now that an invisible force had summoned him to make an appearance at the event. He would respond as would she to one of his commands. Not that he didn’t believe. His faith came with a shudder, so imbued was he with matters that had nothing to do with faith. The door to the garden was open and he gazed there for the air had seemed to shift. His eye ran over the tree trunk, and the leafy clusters of the lower branches that hung in view beneath the lintel of the paned French doors. What had a shift in the air to do with social convention? Without an answer, he would proceed according to the protocol.

	“Is that all, Virgil, before I shut down?”

	He was usually a creature of habit. Did she sense something different as she fulfilled every last duty?

	“No, go ahead.”

	He watched her violet eyes close.

	Virgil’s cab left him a block away from the cathedral where a police officer stood in front of his motorcycle across the intersection and signalled for the traffic to take the left or the right. Nodding to this sun-glassed, uniformed being, he proceeded carefully past the considered arbitrations and joined the curious and the mournful who spilled onto the street from the sidewalk and, in an opposite manner, climbed in serried ranks up the steps to the door’s dark opening.

	Trees arched overhead and partially veiled the neighbouring brownstones with botanical benedictions. Given time and municipal indulgence, these steeples might enjoy the same. A pair of squirrels disputed each other’s pursuits across rents in the shade. In the end some deus ex machina intervened and they decided to leave well enough alone. Virgil kept his attention longer than it was normal on these two creatures, raising and lowering his eyes until he reached the cathedral entrance. He wished to be neither accosted by nor drawn to accost anyone in the crowd of mourners.

	Two dark-suited individuals – burly, close-cropped, thick-necked, small-eared – were glancing at the proffered, black-edged invitations. A patina of meat-fed forbearance signalled Virgil in. A second line of invitees filed past the twin security person.

	Virgil was already inside when he heard his name called and judged himself beyond the necessary range to look around. A vast ornate womb whose occupants were ranked in military style rows, showing their backs, enclosed him. A golden stand of God’s windpipes faced them. The nervous mourners fiddled and fidgeted and endured relentless destruction and recreation of their personal cosmos. No apologies sounded or were expected although perhaps a full-throttle bellow from the organ would make amends.

	Virgil could hardly wait for the massive instrument to carry all with it and get on with life as procedure. He had spied an open spot next to the aisle where he placed himself.

	Who had called out to him?

	Now that he felt safely ensconced, he twisted his head about creating no disturbance beyond himself in the ranks of the pew-rooted hedges.

	Death had marked each person for its later convenience. They were in denial of course, a whispering, throat-clearing sort of denial, pathetic if not for a communal transcendence that was holy in its own right. The gently gripped pew wood itself shared in it. Virgil saw no particular signal that might enlighten him. Faces glanced his way with a smack that told him to look no more than once.

	They had all remained standing, himself included. Why? Did early arrivals look to assert themselves before all this grandeur? Had they submitted to their relative insignificance as in more humble circumstances, the rest of the attendees would have followed suit. Now it was too late. He found it impossible and shameful not to remain on his feet until the priest himself issued from some much scanned, much dismissed spot in the wings. The cleric mercifully ended the question with a downward movement of the hands, effectively lowering the lot of them, some parts more readily than others. The frocked man was restrained patience itself, waiting an extra bit before he spoke.

	Virgil couldn’t decipher the priest’s expression: the fish shadow at the fat jocular lips looked ready to feed – a spotlight on the ecclesiastic might have erased the disturbance. As it was, dark waters filled this Catholic vessel and overflowed.

	Again, the hands commanded, lifting upward and pausing in midair, as though he would not trust the congregants’ show of silence and intended to forestall an eruption of sound, or preemptively move against something long experienced. Throats did clear and feet shuffled as they sought a more satisfactory purchase of shoe on the hard stone floor. Whatever his motives, the assemblage was gathered for one purpose and, although unused to having a shepherd, interpreted the gesture as benign and expectantly awaited further developments from the sanctified one.

	In reassuring fashion, the tone of his voice took advantage of the surrounding acoustics and he began by anchoring all and sundry in the obvious.

	“We are here today…”

	The hands lowered and tightly gripped the edges of the pulpit that it not defy the gravity of his opening words. Virgil stared at the white surplice and gold scarf-like collar or ‘stole’ – the rather fashionista word for it.

	“…to commemorate and to mourn…”

	Here the wide plump brows knitted together in a spasm.

	“…and also,” the larynx hastened to add before the great fish of his intention slipped away from him and he would have had to dive after it, “…to raise up for judgment at last, as we all shall be, a son of the Church whose garden has been the world.”

	Grace is sine qua non in this sanctified world and the priest’s text-based declamation provided an adequate similitude of it.

	There it was…as he had not trusted silence to endure neither did he trust Deity properly to take in hand Humphrey Martinfield without a reminder from His servant in the pulpit.

	“How many of us can claim the same worldly blessings to such an extent?”

	A butterfly’s wing fluttered winsomely as its damp thought tested the local air. Having included himself in this fallen world, the priest could be humble in his apology for a sheep gone astray: we are one body and one mind, are we not, and only seeming to be fragile and separate?

	What form of humanoid was charging itself in this cleric’s chambers? Virgil speculated upon the likelihood of an underage model shipped into the country from Thailand, legal but morally tainted, that region’s response to the harvesting of its young. When it comes to humanoids, anything goes, pretty well summed up the courts’ position. As stated, “Products of fantasy are protected under the conventions for freedom of expression,” the principle stipulation being just so long as no likeness may be established to persons outside the public eye. In the end, anime characters with tight and pliant rumps proved among the most popular items as these allowed for a more disposable moral attitude. Humphrey’s humanoid flock had long surpassed in numbers even the Pope’s congregants.

	Did a spirit of envy haunt the priest’s voice?

	He had pumped it full with all the original sin of that first snake-bitten duo in the Garden he could with a wink insert. Where lay their salvation? Did it come to them retroactively? Virgil reminded himself to ask Molly what she had on the redemption of Adam and Eve. Giant moths had eaten into his homespun religious education. Among his fellows ranged about him, presenting a steadfast and attentive appearance, he couldn’t be alone in his ignorance of theology. He suspected that all of them sat in a void on benches made up of empty space.

	“…our souls but we have gained the world.” These tag words snapped the ornate cathedral interior back into focus.

	Had everyone else experienced a similar effect of sprayed eyewash? The assembled mass gave every appearance of floating securely on an ambiguous tide of reflection. Where was the priest going with this?

	“Let us pause and remember that he was riding his bicycle. The untold wealth and influence touched not his person and did not protect him in the end, but his person touched the world.”

	A thin wash of relief swept through the cathedral. In some fashion, the priest would work out a form of redemption for Humphrey, although to go by the still tight grip of his hands on the pulpit, he had much left to state if he were to make the case satisfactory to himself. His burners had still to get going and launch all with him.

	The petals curled fleshly back on the half-opened tulip of mouth that prepared to trumpet some more. As with the flower seen at a shadowed distance, films of ash streaked the pink flesh. Virgil did not neglect to assign bias to his impressions but nonetheless allowed them to unfold. At the same time, he gave the priest his due and sought no further purchase for his characterizations.

	Had the man of God prepared his words beforehand or was he trusting either in the coherence of the sentiments he already possessed or in Providence for his capacity to pluck them from the air? Perhaps he was of a mind that he spoke not from himself. In his gowns and in this place of massive stone arches whose grandeur appeared to trick gravity itself, he presented himself as a vessel.

	Now sheet metal in the wind snapped in his speech. He couldn’t have known Humphrey but of him.

	“A naughty fellow!”

	Something personal here. The postures of the mourners stiffened. The priest well knew that his words delivered a spray of plaster of Paris. A red-hatted lady nodded like an ornament bobbing on the dashboard of a car as it slowed and sped up. A mysterious satisfied revenge pinched her partial profile into an expression that was not at all inane but hypnotic. She had sallied forth this day to take up arms against the deceased. It might have been better to have kept herself at home for her own soul’s sake and intemperately enjoyed the skies through her window. Any possible welling up of compassion she might justifiably have attributed at least in part to satisfaction with the breakfast just eaten, a meal that Humphrey would no longer enjoy. More of the same tenor might have come and more she could have anticipated. Instead she had driven herself to apply this public face to the world and stamp the air with as permanent an impression as anything in marble.

	How many others agreed with this priest’s tack? Virgil minded but not to the point of anger, not at all. No one could touch Humphrey. No one. All of the powers that be had universally undergone a relaxation of attitudes and more – a general abandonment of what traditional mores were left – before Humphrey’s irresistible wares. Righteousness had become a passé sort of spectacle.

	What was the costumed figure saying?

	“…Judge not a man, but his works. In Humphrey Martinfield’s case, none can dispute his contribution, but all must struggle against the temptations and effects of congress between…”

	He couldn’t finish his sentence. The occasion of the funeral prevented him from filling in the blanks. The Church could never bring itself to approbate ties between humans and humanoids. It was too much to expect. Centuries had passed before the recognition of the sun’s dominance over the earth. The priest ended instead with a weak reflection, anodyne and strange: “Let us remember that humanoids are made in the image of humans but this does not make them human. There is not one of them here to mourn. It would be easy and facile to say that men of vision can go too far, and yet the challenge of their works can also return us to our true humanity.”

	All must deem this to be an honourable and compassionate conclusion. The lady of red hat seemed willing to suffer it. Vengeance had drained from her features. A pale accord replaced it. The priest had drawn some line or other between the saved and the damned, and it was clear who believed themselves to be on the favourable side. Purgatory was, apparently, still open for business.

	Liturgical prayers capped the event with the convicted evidencing a secular relaxation that didn’t entirely mask the discomfiture that the priest’s sermon had caused them. No one liked to be reminded of their indiscretions. Nostrils remained flared from the sulphurous insinuations they had breathed; dry eyes itched.

	The coffin’s passage drew the mourners and Virgil included himself in its substantial wake. The thought returned as to who had earlier called out to him and was he about to hear himself hailed again? He remained alert. Stepping from God’s house, he couldn’t deny it: he felt as though he were stepping into God’s world.

	The coffin’s gold-draped oblong slid into the rear cargo hold of the hearse. Virgil nearly missed the call of his name in the closing thunk of the door. A perfect being stood before him with the winning manner that someone has when they claim to be there purely for oneself. The rest of the world assumed its gauzy nature as he looked upon her.
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Chloé

	“Yes?”

	The moment they shared together at the base of the cathedral steps could end right there or extend forever depending on some obscure silken imperative. She as well seemed to waver between the two possibilities and then she leaned close and whispered, “I must inform you that I am humanoid.” Bemused, Virgil had known it, hadn’t he, if not at first sight, just before she spoke, and hadn’t the thought given her an added charm? Her words merely confirmed what he had known. The world about them came back into focus – confused and sharp-edged but back. What was the nature of hers? For a moment he had thought he knew but what accounted for his vertigo?

	“Mr. Woolf,” she repeated, “your friend Humphrey Martinfield sent me to you.”

	Again the world clouded over, and he was aware in some unhelpful manner of his earlier squirrels in the role of spectators once more overhead. He must get a grip – things couldn’t be as strange as they manifested, but he didn’t know how to respond and that only increased the intensity of the effect. The thought came that it would be best for the moment to treat her as she did, in fact, appear, that is, human. He took her arm, pleased with his ability to cope and vaguely irritated at the same time, by what exactly he couldn’t tell as he whispered and smiled that she should come along with him, for who knows what embarrassment might happen in public like this? The bottom of the cathedral steps was no place for explanations. Although it was a given to be able to exercise authority over a humanoid, she proved to be unusually natural and compliant in her movements producing yet another confused frisson.

	She stumbled slightly on the last step but quickly and disarmingly saved herself by drawing closer to him – uncharacteristic of your run-of-the-mill algorithmic response.

	At a nearby café, having chosen a table exposed to the sun, she ordered for herself and proceeded to drink the black coffee.

	She spoke before he could comment.

	“It gives me authenticity. I shall drain it later.”

	“You didn’t need to explain. What made you tell me that?”

	“You wanted to know, didn’t you, Virgil?”

	“Yes, but…”

	She modulated her speech to a murmur: “A simple reading of your facial expression at the moment that I drank the coffee. Better than even odds,” she added expansively and with a playful shift in her tone. These human qualities caused him to give her yet another going-over – a careful examination to see if he had been fooled. Was she truly humanoid? It would seem so as he inspected her and yet he couldn’t have entered the first incriminating reason in a rap sheet..

	He decided to protract the ensuing silence and found that at least some protocols might still be in place and conversation or what passed for it was for him to initiate. Her perfection was not the perfection of human elements in artful combination: biological eyes could hypnotize but not like these dilating diamonds in their clear turquoise pools. Skin little more than molecule thick jacketed the crushed strawberry of her lips’ flesh that tempted him to lean over and nibble with the happy thought that she would allow it. Or did he presume too much with this particular humanoid? He did want to feel more intensely alive after the funeral, this he knew.

	No, she was a work of art, not the form divine but inspired human art, shaped and toned by another intelligence than raw nature’s. She was captivatingly unselfconscious with the ragged street-urchin look of spun gold hair cut in uneven layers. A fine cotton shift not quite silk hung from her narrow shoulders. The out-of-place appearance itself had given him added reason to draw her away from the funeral’s milling dregs. In this café, her patient, idiosyncratic expression made her as much a candidate for the portraitist’s brush as any self-composed human.

	Virgil could imagine Humphrey in the beyond triumphantly uttering, “Look, I am both there and gone. I continue to be.” Unsure how to relate to his friend’s fetching creation, he decided to be ordinary, ordinary as dishwater, the default for human-humanoid interaction.

	“What is this about then?”

	It wouldn’t be the first time that he would ask this question.

	Despite himself and the nature of her person – the term “person” seemed appropriate if only to signify her capacity to deceive – she disarmed him and it was unnerving. He had to dwell upon what Humphrey had in mind having this particular product come to him. At the same time, he was conflating contradictory identities for this thing – a word he could use with complete impunity. Virgil did recall having confided to his friend something of his preferences should he ever decide to upgrade Molly, although he had been speaking in fanciful terms in a sauna after a game of tennis at Humphrey’s club.

	“And what is your name?” He hadn’t bothered to wait for an answer to his first question.

	Her attractions so drew him that he felt himself nearly to become importunate, for he desired – wretched bag of needs that he’d become – rather more than this simple bit of information. Did she possess the option of withholding whatever he might ask of her? He would prefer not to suffer a refusal of service.

	As with any computerized entity, she responded to the last question posed. However, a fleeting querulous expression preceded her answer while she transitioned. If it were due to a design flaw, it should be easy enough to engineer out of the system, but it had a flavour of the human. It could be intentional.

	“Chloé.”

	“Chloé.” He mused over the two syllables.

	He could always change it of course – his thoughts running away with him. There had to be a reason for ‘Chloé’. He savoured the softness of her pronunciation – its calm atmospherics drawing him in – while he racked his brains to find what it might be. And then it came to him – a commemoration to the lost country of France, of course.

	He would have repeated the name but resisted looking foolish if only to himself.

	Could this quantum-advanced model identify such a state in him? Humanoids were non-judgmental and he felt very relaxed in the presence of Molly and the complete neutrality of her observation. The same even temper might not be true in the case of this startling entity.

	What had Humphrey been up to? What did he have in mind?

	Once again, she deduced a thought process from him without his directly having to address her.

	“Humphrey named me after one of his favourite followers – and he modelled much of me along her lines with necessary changes so as not to violate the privacy laws. It is also one of the many names of the Greek goddess Demeter and, to quote my sources, it refers to ‘the young, green foliage or shoots of plants’. He may have had in mind the obvious connotation of something new.” So there it was. Had he been discreet in this particular bit of programming?

	Virgil wondered if she had a ‘self-expression’ mode? He dismissed the urge to inquire as too blunt and left it to another time. Her satisfied smile appeared to be self-congratulatory; at best it was ambiguous. He continued to stare at her, confirming the appropriateness of her words.

	“If you are finished, I shall answer your first question.”

	“By all means.”

	Yes, there was unfinished business, but the rudeness as he perceived it in the manner of her delivery startled him. Again, he wouldn’t take it personally. It was a mode of expression, that was all, a programmed algorithmic variable to render her more human in her response to his facial expression. He would accept that she was appropriately rude, if there is such a thing, and would exercise tolerance. And what isn’t intended is always easier to take. Still, he asserted his human privilege and continued to examine her for awhile curious as to what response his behaviour would elicit.

	Chloé’s irregular eyeblinks admirably approximated the human. Not filled out, her figure complimented her waifish face and early twenties look, too young for him were she flesh and blood.

	Like a fish within a glass bowl, he was looking at a shinily sparkling lure. She had no capacity or need for pharmaceuticals and yet subdued ecstasy remarkably close to what a pill might induce beckoned in the depths of her diamond eyes. The crushed and thinly wrapped berries of her mouth could have contained poison for all he cared.

	Had Humphrey’s rather cynical idea been to evoke the memory-seared indulgences of youth or did Virgil mistake what he had intended? He detected a fine warmth in her eyes and wondered as to its source – was it substantial or did it emanate from the design of diamond-patterned inner light? An analysis of details deconstructed the human impression and, in turn, reconstructed it until he surrendered to an uncritical acceptance of the whole. He also ended by feeling solicitous where he had earlier played at it – either way it was a form of susceptibility to the exquisite trompe l’oeil effect of these charms.

	She interrupted his reflections and finally answered his question: “I was told to come to you, that was all.”

	The dance of her eyes gave the illusion of an approaching star. She seemed playful and dangerous, her innocence-glazed mouth an invitation to transgressive experience. Again, it was deceptive; a further reading of her parted lips showed the quality of the patience and restraint she had been practising. Here was fine ambiguous programming, with Humphrey’s hand, like God’s, nowhere and everywhere to be seen. He would have to take these conclusions, for the time, on faith. As for Humphrey, he wasn’t playing at being God – he’d taken on the identity in his chosen realm. At that moment, observing that particular detail, Virgil felt his presence, but could he prove it any more than he could with deity?

	“I was told to come to you, that was all.”

	His mind filled with the question of what her words meant. Coming from a human, the phrasing would be unremarkable but, for a humanoid, it sounded exceptional and, in the context of the recent funereal circumstances, even delightful. Something man-made possessed an innate magic when it transcended its maker in manner and performance, and she was here for him.

	The reassurance of the words “that was all” perfectly communicated a human quality. It anticipated unspoken concerns. What combination of factors had he exhibited to elicit it – had they been approximately the same as in any commonplace human to human interaction? Over time in such company as hers, he suspected, he would stop wondering, but would she deal as adroitly with more complex issues of personality and emotion? A less sophisticated entity like Molly might have said, “I have no information for what it is about,” – a simple answer to a simple question. However phrased, it would be logical; whereas there was no logic – no humanoid logic – in tacking on “that was all.” Whether or not the words were suggestive of Humphrey, from Chloé’s mouth they invited inquiry and more than eased the operation of the human – himself – in the equation. They caused him to forget that there was an algorithmic effort to right an inherent imbalance.

	Chloé, as she called herself, had a reason for being there. It wasn’t her fault if she lacked the particular information for what it was. In a human, the fault would be an annoyance and an intrusion. Not in her case. He could make allowances for a humanoid of her calibre.

	“Are there any others like you?”

	“Not in the public domain.”

	“Are you in the public domain?”

	“Ostensibly not.”

	‘Ostensibly not’. More nuanced language to savour and to ponder, and another portal opened to inquiry. As with speech from a human source, it either conveyed an invitation or withheld it. Either way, one could come back with a natural response.

	“And the others. Where are they ostensibly? Also not in the public domain?”

	“I cannot say.”

	Meaning she either knows and can’t tell or she is assuming their existence based upon her own.

	The political debate over the question of whether or not there should be prohibition or regulation of humanoids that might superficially be mistaken for humans had ended in a shambles with nothing decided in law other than the almighty principle of freedom to conduct business. Simple economics dictated that the expenditure of energy and resources in their factory production and the low maintenance costs thereafter more than outweighed the overall investment required to bring a biological entity to full operational status. The latter’s ongoing needs and behavioural issues would add enormously to the bottom line. Simple competition meant that the new constructs would proliferate and outnumber the old, human ones in the work force.

	Once Humphrey introduced his products to the individual consumer, the controversy became moot. No one any longer cared for a mundane, human look-alike when designer entities went so well with designer homes, designer pets and, in some instances, designer children. People have always been suckers for the non-threatening and cute. The introduction of new models brought enormous line-ups for their purchase. After all one designed one’s life, and the last thing needed was a feeling of competition with one’s PH – or personal humanoid.

	As was to be expected, the public display of products that resembled those of the adult entertainment industry never did achieve social cachet and yet the entities whose no less adroit intimate offerings came with a more stylized appearance proved a popular item.

	The old-line Mollies continued to knock about, mostly behind closed doors, until such time as they gave up the ghost in the machine or their owners upgraded and no longer had use for them. As for the generic offerings of Humphrey’s competition these never did lose that workman-like look they had always suffered under and that kept them priced for the undiscriminating mass consumer. The equivalent of fast, processed food appeared to have been their technological nourishment.

	Virgil set aside for the moment that he found himself in the middle of something he didn’t understand and that he felt, correctly or incorrectly, he was somehow meant to solve, and studied what sat before him purely for its own sake. Merely Chloé’s demeanour – legs casually crossed, head propped on bent arm – made him wonder if she weren’t a materialized hologram so humanly relaxed was she, self-confident and self-possessed. Humans undergo similar transformation when they are the object of someone’s affection and achieve an esteemed presence at least in the eyes of their admirer.

	Chloé’s retro human design was unfathomable. Was Humphrey Martinfield doing no more than showing off his genius in producing human grace notes? If so, it would be a first for him to favour his friend like this.

	Previously, rumour and speculation would herd Humphrey’s audience to the staged reveal. The visionary would stroll out wearing signature pilot glasses as his contribution to the theatre of the moment. His competitors could never manage an effective response to this spectacle of hip self-endorsement.

	Was Humphrey for once unsure of himself and of the reception a line of Chloés or variations on the same would garner? Especially when coming from him, this radically humanized design would stir up the old debates that good, old-fashioned morality had settled. Virgil was experiencing a whole range of emotions that were new for an entity like this and yet uncomfortably familiar – empathy among them.

	“You look puzzled, Virgil.”

	“Congratulations for reading me correctly once again.”

	How does one speak to an android with human charms? Probably not in the manner he just did.

	“Thank you, but I do not merit praise for my capacities. They are what they are and not a personal achievement. However I am programmed to expect it.”

	Cute.

	“By Humphrey…Humphrey Martinfield?”

	“Perhaps. It could be anyone, couldn’t it, Virgil?”

	“No, I don’t think so. But you do know Humphrey?”

	“Yes, I know everything about him that is on public record.”

	“I see. You come across as a human, you know. Do you expect to be treated like one?”

	“That is my programmed expectation, Virgil. It is how I learn.”

	“That being the case, if you are modelling the human, you might consider not so regularly punctuating your conversation with my name. It can be irritating, Chloé.”

	“Yes, I see what you mean.”

	“Oh, do you, Chloé?”

	“Not exactly, Virgil…sorry but the answer seemed to call for it.”

	“You’re a quick learner. Better to be possibly correct than obedient.”

	“Thank you, Virgil…sorry.”

	“That’s all right. That inclusion was appropriate.”

	“I know, Virgil. My apology was meant to be a joke.”

	A joke. Humanoids with a sense of humour.

	“Was it a funny joke, do you think?”

	“You tell me, Virgil, and I’ll laugh a little for you.”

	Flirtatious glitter broke from the diamonds in her eyes and etched lines formed to express inner laughter. He decided to let the subject pass.

	“You’d better come home with me.” He said it as much to himself as to the humanoid.

	“Yes, Virgil.”

	A lost sound in all of that accomplishment.

	Was he mistaken in thinking he was an integral part in something that was going on? The notion that one is an unwilling participant in one’s own destiny with the freedom to opt out if one chooses or to change its course is both curious and contradictory – it is destiny, after all – one of those ultimate self-deceptions or ultimate truths.

	Chloé accompanied him with a subtle, abashed air, an improvement upon the aura of dependency in humanoids generally, and easily to be found among his own kind. As for himself, he had a homeless humanoid on his hands with all the shadowy repercussions and responsibilities of such a circumstance yet fully to become clear. One thing – his living quarters would be somewhat more crowded. Those who possessed themselves of a harem-like accumulation had always amused him and now here he was on his way to introduce his new friend to Molly.
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At the White House

	It seemed unfair to him that the President worked at home.

	From the outside, the layout struck Virgil as more real than he could have imagined it: the sky appropriately fissuring its military grey with clear flying blue high above the lower wind. In any other location, the scenic effect would hardly have been noteworthy, but here it presented as an essential and emblematic feature. Whatever appearance the sky took on would provide meaning for a visitor here.

	Within the premises, the crystal clarity of all the polish must be what put everything – most of all, decisions of state – into final focus. The darker lines of intrigue and political machination would stand out more unambiguously against the light that ricocheted in glowing strokes. Whatever had been manually done – relentless cleaning and redesign – had been done in service to this fullness of effect not to mention the better display of the abundant flowers from the greenhouse sometime installed. Sweeping stairways, ranging hallways, and corridor offshoots staged the traffic of state with a discipline and elegance that suited formal wear over casual. Ergo the disparagement that some holders of the office had suffered.

	An intern of sorts, wearing a fuchsia dress, ushered him into Tom’s rectangle of an office and, with a nod, left. What had gotten into him,? He hadn’t known where to turn while feeling he had to turn somewhere. It seemed hardly sufficient as a reason, but a contact was a contact. Humphrey Martinfield was not just anybody, and Chloé was not just anything. Naturally enough, the nature of this sanctum had prevented him from bringing her to support his concerns.

	Tom entered through a portal that he’d entirely not noticed. He got up to shake hands.

	“Virgil! How are you doing?”

	“Well enough, I suppose, Tom. It’s been awhile, hasn’t it?”

	In fact, they had seen each other no more than two or three times in over twenty years since graduating from university when they had roomed together. Not that they had forged bonds that were not severable, although they acted otherwise consciously assuming on their approach to reacquaintance the appearance of relaxed tension that a Golden Gate Bridge’s steel cables suggested. Tom had adopted an expansive show since the unappetizing intimacies and the de rigueur informalities that were inevitable when sharing living quarters, but on this occasion Virgil welcomed it, as he would the brief appearance of sun in an uncertain sky.

	“Make yourself at home!” His host’s invitation filled the room and virtually wafted him to the visitor’s chair.

	“At home in the White House,” Virgil murmured as he sat down. “A historical moment for me.”

	He indulged himself and delivered his earlier sentiment: “The President works at home!” Tom ignored the comment as though it had gone completely by him or was a species of ‘aw shucks’ idiocy and beneath his condescension.

	“Yep. Every day I spend here, every breath I take weaves itself into history.”

	“Busy at the nation’s loom.”

	Virgil cringed for himself while Tom acted his new generous self to a fault.

	“Not exactly tapestry work.”

	“Still, everything here has a significance, doesn’t it? Always the threat that things will come unwoven unless properly done.”

	“The same is true everywhere.” Tom chose a philosophic tone.

	“No, not exactly. It doesn’t much matter which side of the bed I get out of.”

	“But you always get out the same side as I recall.”

	Virgil glanced about, painfully aware that he wasn’t fitting in and couldn’t be without a different tack. The room’s high-placed window made their location in the building difficult to pinpoint. Had that gentle sloping stairway led to a semi-basement area? No carpet softened the mahogany floor in whose polish dimly shone the wood-cut prints evenly spaced along the walls. What was their story? He focused on them.

	“There’s a store-room filled with this stuff. We can pick and choose. It didn’t much matter to me. I picked, at the beginning of things, when I had to establish a sense of order and belonging, you know. More difficult to turf you out if you are at home.” A little self-deprecating sound.

	True enough. He got the reference. Although his former room-mate had been generally unkempt in his person, he managed somehow to maintain a military absence of distraction in his study area. Had he done it, in all weirdness, to establish territory? Virgil doubted it. The rest of the quarters had tended to mayhem. A mixed bag, nothing wrong with that, admirable in its own way, a coexistence of discipline and carelessness. Virgil had found his style relaxing at the time, and it had apparently served Tom well.

	It was awkward, though, his coming to him like this. Virgil, in his best move, pretended otherwise and acted as if he was at home with images of buffalos herded over cliffs, feather-hung peace pipes passed around a democratic circle, and bonneted pioneer women clinging beside their husbands to the side-boards of hard-driven wagons churning up the dust. These alternate, more durable, and simpler evocations of the past showed nothing of the underlying, war-mongering sword. Sanitized beginnings, presented in cut and dry fashion, made the present more manageable for certain minds and provided them with an inexhaustible tonic.

	“You could have chosen something else?”

	“Yes, I guess I liked them at the time. Still do. All part of the profile. Best not change it. Causes confusion and dismay.” A flash of humour. “What’s happening with you, Virgil?”

	Tom listened carefully to the subject of Chloé, how she’d come into Virgil’s possession, and the course of events that had preceded as far as he knew them. His former room-mate’s speculative eyes weren’t dismissive. Finally, Tom held up a hand.

	“We’re aware of this episode, Virgil.”

	“Oh!” The diminutive exclamation ushered in a whole host of possibilities, the clearest one being that he might not have gained such easy entrance despite their past history unless there had been an interest at play.

	Caught off guard, he struggled to reposition himself.

	“She mentioned what she called ‘security matters’ although she insisted – or declared – that she had no facts to back her up. They were ‘classified’, she said and ‘inaccessible’. Considering all that had happened and knowing that Humphrey understandably wasn’t the most transparent character, I didn’t feel I could just sit on it, although I probably would have without you as a contact. Otherwise I wouldn’t have made such a call.”

	Virgil saw that Tom’s look had turned terribly analytic causing him to recall more of the effect this person had had on him in the past – the instances of self-deconstruction that these stares had caused him to undergo and that, despite a strong sense of himself, had reduced him to a state of inner disarray. It would be a hard climb back, and no help offered. He doubted Tom had even been aware of what he had wrought at such times – not his brand of empathy. The process of regaining a full and coherent sense of things had in the end rendered Virgil more functional, although these episodes proved in time to be among the least in his journey to a state of self-command.

	He used to visualize Tom’s mind as akin to a blackboard filled with mathematical formulae but now he wasn’t so sure. There was nothing dangerous about a blackboard. Was that another reason why he was no longer wilting – the danger he sensed called for courage? His inner workings didn’t trouble him as they once had – cause for celebration. In a way, he’d turned himself about and could deal pretty well with anyone – he had broadened himself – where before he had required the presence of a natural sympathy. The mere knowledge that he could bring order to his disorder went a long way to keeping disorder at bay. He no longer had to force himself. His surroundings might momentarily discomfit him, but he had few concerns about the company. On the contrary, the prospect of a challenge small or large would whet his appetite. Having succeeded over himself, the varieties of humanity posed little threat and, unlike Tom, it wasn’t necessary for him to attain a position for purposes of self-validation. Failure meant that this type felt the need to carry a gun, so Virgil had always thought, concluding himself brave that he didn’t. Brave and watchful.

	A timely authoritative blow would shatter that look of Tom’s, if not what lay behind it, but Virgil had to be careful. An unceremonious exit wouldn’t do and, besides, the tactic wasn’t in his character and not one that he could handle well due to some law of nature or an incapacity on his part. He imagined the latter. If attitude – combative or otherwise –didn’t arise out of the natural order of things, he hadn’t the means to sustain it in its illegitimacy. Tom could be said to be acting within just this law right now.

	Virgil kept his voice low. The pause in their exchange told him that little would be forthcoming.

	“Is there anything that I ought to know?”

	It was a burden to have to ask – a species of self-betrayal – and to have Tom force him to push the issue like this. Although he had taken advantage of their connection, he had ultimately fashioned his motive for putting himself in this circumstance as performing a possible duty. Lame as it felt to be, the reason for his presence necessitated giving Tom, in his position, the benefit of the doubt. He had after all come to him of his own accord. What preparation had he given him? The dynamics of their meeting could be seen as intrinsically unfair. He did detect a not entirely uncharacteristic defensiveness.

	“Maybe I’m overreacting.”

	His hope in its deceptive powers, an expansive, rueful smile covered his animus.

	“We’re keeping an eye on things, Virgil, as I said.”

	An unconscionable drumming of fingers followed on the desktop. A thin smile of Tom’s own accompanied his levelled look, a lifeline as it were too ambiguous to reassure a floating Virgil who refused to flail and took his leave.

	“Thanks for seeing me. Drop by if you’re in New York. We’ll talk some more, I hope.”

	He injected vitality into his words with a final sharp, farewell glance.

	Tom stood up tilting his body.

	“Good to see you, Virgil. Look forward to it. Stay in touch.”
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Return to New York

	Like that, he was out of there, with the intern appearing at the open door, a polished student of history in her fuchsia dress, guiding him along the means of exit that he marked as a disposal chute. They had no words to exchange and he murmured his thanks once at the side-door.

	On the street, calming himself with the thought again of how it would be less incarcerating and would offer a more relaxed example if the leader of the country could work away from home, he walked a few blocks to where he had been able to park a rented car. Chloé, in sleep mode, occupied the passenger seat. The sound of the driver’s door opening caused her eyelids to flutter. A dilation in the orbs as if a stone had fallen into water signalled her recognition or, more technically, her gathering of information. Human or not, her tones of greeting had a plausible emotional impact. His spirits lifted with the improbable feeling that he had a comrade-in-arms.

	“Virgil! Hello! You are back!”

	It was a welcome of sorts and he accepted it at face value. Trees and humanoids, the one was as much a mystery to him as the other, although he knew himself to be a closet tree-hugger.

	It was ridiculous that he could ignore her without repercussions and treat her in whatever way he chose. Tear her from limb to limb if he wanted Barbary ape-like with a human doll. Do with her as he couldn’t with the tree in his garden not in accordance with the city by-laws.

	“What is happening, Virgil?”

	The inquiry lacked any hint of complaint, and further endeared her to him.

	Humphrey – while he contemplated an image of Tibetan isolation – must have matched her default voice to the sound of an isolated stream coursing over glossy pebbles. Virgil would not have been surprised to hear a monastery bell sound deep in her throat or in the depths of her head – an acceptable humanoid flourish that would equally guide him through all that had happened.

	“They do know about you and Humphrey and are monitoring us. That is my ultimate conclusion as of now.”

	He checked the mirrors in consequence of what he had just said and in order to pull out safely. He had summarily left the seat of power, but it continued to preoccupy him. In this he didn’t feel himself perverse. A scattering of black and grey suits among the pedestrians, like pieces in a moving puzzle, had something to do with someone.

	He did have control of the ignition since it turned on, and the rental car eased away from the sidewalk and the tree shade. A school of limousines encroached on the opposite lane. Unattended by outriders and without visible insignia, they were invasive and mysterious: CIA or a secret legation from North Korea. Or the President’s children were practising their Persian with their nanny in the backseat.

	The memory of his meeting with Tom remained raw with its abrupt completion. He didn’t deserve the rudeness. Had Tom shown similar impatience in the past and shouldn’t he have been ready for it? Traits of character offer up hints of their existence, but they bide their time until the occasion comes to make a display. Their owner has given permission and is culpable. Virgil had been made to feel ridiculous and, worse, a bore. Friends save each other from these little pitfalls; they recognize them and don’t take advantage.

	What had been his folly?

	Tom had admitted to awareness of the facts and nothing else beyond what his impolite pianoing on his desk intended. Could one verb a musical instrument? Virgil would like to guitar someone right now. Saxophone an apology out of him. Later he would try Chloé out on his usage. Although not as tight-lipped as Tom, at this moment she was yielding hardly more enlightenment than that of her bare presence.

	Would the addition of an atom of human genetic material have made a difference? Humphrey was incorruptible. From his own discussions, Virgil knew his attitudes. Humphrey bowed before the capacity of life to engineer itself. Individual and aggregate units shifted endlessly and integrally in response to complexities in their environment. To think one could stand outside these mutually responsive matrices and attempt to chart a separate path out of a test tube he regarded as sheer hubris. So-called science-based strategies discounted the capacity for appropriate even quantum development within shifting circumstances that intervention – ever bearing the risk of self-defeat – might otherwise deny. Humphrey counselled patience and trust in the organism’s insightful, organic gathering of information. How else had a tropical flower determined what was necessary in order for it to feed upon a bee? “Exercise awareness,” Humphrey admonished, “and humility, if you happen not to know simply everything.” Congress had invited him to submit his opinions when It deliberated the ‘Blade Runner’ Amendment to the Constitution.

	More than a logical progression, Virgil believed that Chloé represented an apotheosis for Humphrey. She had come into being generations ago as no more than a responsive voice in a mobile phone – a cell phone, as it was known – whose users developed personal relationships to it according to their kind, endowing it with human qualities and showering it with endearments or complaints as appeared warranted. Humphrey had released this encoded spirit and given it flesh, as it were, and made it as human as he could. She must have been his own pet project, or a test model. Until now the designs had been generic and intended not to confuse – with one staircase exception, Virgil quickly reminded himself, of limited intelligence but sophisticated physical attributes.

	“Why are you here, Chloé?”

	“To be with you, Virgil.”

	She had no real answer, unless this was it, for his question. Against all reason, since he wasn’t yet prepared to attribute anything personal to them, her words warmed him. She had chosen the most reasonable response to his question among her possible choices, an overview of sorts. Would her relaxed manner – amounting as it did to personality – lead him to forget she was programmed? He would treat her as a human because it was simpler than having to accommodate himself to a nonhuman entity, but there were always limits.

	He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Perhaps, after all, he’d gone off half-cocked and there was, in fact, nothing in this tragic confluence that merited his coming to Washington. Humphrey had wanted to show off his latest creation, and a car had struck him on the way to his friend’s place. It had been no more than a wretched accident. An innocent hit-and-run, as it were, not some high-level conspiracy.

	Ought he to have told Tom what he’d kept to himself and would have passed on if he’d found his old roommate more congenial – that Chloé had asked him if he wished her to do research on the name of Rove but, political junkie and history buff that he was, he’d declined. Carl Rove, a.k.a. the ‘President’s brain’, had recently died from “natural causes,” having harvested some five score years for his life span. In his end days, a fresh crop of operatives had been collecting whatever dark coffee beans of wisdom this civet cat still managed to discharge. Off they would scurry to roast and grind and brew them. Heady fumes of intrigue without morality – despite the well-wiped Rovian arse – must have risen from the infused waters as they drank. Virgil could only imagine the effect upon their psychic constitution.

	Rove’s very last utterance had been “Paradise Lost” although his emphasis on “lost” had not been generally reported or thought worthy of much attention beyond a blog post or two filled with rumour and speculation. A swiftly collapsing tone of self-justification issued from his final rictus before it stamped his vanishing point. Those gathered about him credited the sad bit of humour they heard as a sign that the vital spirits persisted and these disciples continued prayerfully to attend upon the mouth of death in the event that it were other than it was. However, death is always silent in its management of waste and didn’t reward the closest attention paid to the frozen comedy mask so often lively displayed in its bright days. When it came to Presidents, Mr. Rove had been four out of five, and so no reason to assume the tragical look. Later, John Milton’s epic poem was discovered under his pillow.

	Some connection between this latter-day Machiavelli and his own inquiries of Chloé had underlain her question, but Virgil had chosen to keep the subject in reserve. Who knows, if he allowed it to fester, what its putrescent light might reveal? He had an odd sense that this was what Chloé ultimately intended of him on the basis of her comment that she was “not capable of indulging in conspiracy theories,” added as an aside. “If you wish to teach me, I am willing to learn,” she had concluded. For the time at least, he did not. As for her initiative in volunteering this information, Virgil counted himself as secularly blessed not to have a conspiracy hound by his side.

	He drove undisturbed to the airport – no suspicious vehicle insistently occupied his rear view mirror – although somewhat deflated at the absence of interest in him and managed to buy two tickets for the next flight back to New York. As with their departure for Washington, Chloé aroused the security who eyeballed her as human before she went through the detectors. Nothing was said, but eyes narrowed. There was a pause before they waved her through. She flew with him rather than in the packed humanoid compartment where she might be damaged and difficult later to repair or so he justified the extra cost. Who knows what infection she might receive? Other passengers had their own reasons for doing the same.

	“This is thoughtful of you, Virgil.”

	“That’s okay,” he acknowledged as they took their seats. She was programmed to be human, wasn’t she? And yet she was more than human. So much more. For instance, on the simplest level, after being served his coffee, he’d already expunged the features of the flight attendant – although he’d recognize her the moment she reappeared – while Chloé would retain their stamp without interruption for her entire lifespan.

	Would he relinquish his human incapacities when he knew that strength – previously unknown strengths – came out of them? His drive compensated for his weakness and made something of it. He became more than he was and fulfilled himself in unforeseen manners. Chloé would never teach herself to be an artist as a response to some inner void. Or was he mistaken and Humphrey had managed to design her to model this human quality?

	Rather than avail himself of Chloé’s conversational resources he took out his humble reader instead. Plane and clouds appeared to keep pace with each other both cocooned in light-filled blue. He chose one of the literary titans of the previous century and perhaps its greatest – Cormac McCarthy, who was his frequent recourse and whose masterworks, in Virgil’s judgment, were the Border Trilogy and Blood Meridian although his other writings matched these in their consistent revelation of language’s glorious capacities whatever the narrative’s circumstances. Structurally and thematically these two came out ahead. He opened up All The Pretty Horses, the first in the trilogy. McCarthy had been a writer manifestly uncomfortable with his age, ever seeking instances of existential redemption, ever steadfast in mirroring secular damnation. He could turn any polluted detritus into high literary art while showing it exactly as it was. His seamless depictions never caused the reader’s mind to disconnect from the world that McCarthy fully occupied and recorded with infinite subtlety.

	Would this writer have bothered to ‘lift up his pen’ today? Yes. And what would a Shakespeare do? Certainly not write plays, probably conduct himself similar to McCarthy, who had never given interviews. Somehow this sounded like the Bard. What, after all, is known about the songbird of Avon’s social stance more than his residing at some reclusive distance from his theatrical business? A refusal of personal display said something about Cormac and his regard for the world and his sense of a writer’s identity. There were others of like mind – Rejean Ducharme, for one – Les Avalées Des Avalées (The Swallowed of the Swallowed) among the rest of his work. The humiliations of Shakespeare’s hero Coriolanus provide an object lesson for what might befall those who do not keep themselves apart.

	Virgil managed to steep himself in a few sufficient pages before the plane began performing its vertical descent. Restorative verbal arts and his own meditations had combined to make him content. He could easily have endured an extended flight.

	From LaGuardia, their taxi joined a silent stream of traffic, not that they were themselves in silence with the driver’s radio sounding relentless enthusiasms about the new Mars colony. Virgil especially couldn’t stomach the word ‘beautiful’ mindlessly applied to desolate planets simply because humanity had succeeded in placing a foot there. Where were trees and water in that endless barren landscape without hope? The Earth was beautiful. Anything less was less. He could recognize a species of hell when he saw it. Would artificial life systems – the malls, sports stadiums, biospheres developed over time on this benign planet – really cut it on Mars? If that’s the sole environment people wanted, why didn’t they settle the Antarctic – a far more pleasant wilderness and not so distant? Or the depths of the ocean? If these interplanetary pioneers survived their disregard of the inescapable importance of ‘location’, it would be no more than a ‘beautiful’ achievement. Space promised more to Virgil.

	“Amazing, isn’t it?”

	Their driver focused on Chloé in his rearview.

	Breaching all protocol, she took it upon herself to respond.

	“Technologically speaking, you’re right. Without a moon, however, the planet cannot have seasons, and there’s no reason, therefore, to believe it can ever sustain life on its own.”

	Virgil didn’t recognize the accent she adopted but Tibetan streams no longer sounded in his ear, something more in harmony with their driver’s fleshy echo chamber.

	Give him credit, he wasn’t slow on the uptake, inspired no doubt by his female passenger’s attractions.

	“I always figured there was another agenda. Had to be.”

	He spoke with some satisfaction as he continued to study Chloé. The slight laconic drawl she’d given to her speech was a possible mating signal.

	“You’re such a wet blanket,” Virgil intervened.

	She took his lead.

	“Just the way I’m made.”

	Then surprised him by leaning her head on his shoulder and, to their driver’s consternation, commenced to whistle the last bars of the Star-spangled Banner along with the radio. The fellow surrendered to the unfathomable mysteries of New York City and its denizens and focused on the road with no more heard from him.
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One Down

	The presence of two humanoids had superfluously crowded the apartment. They would communicate with each other when instructed to do so; beyond this no exchanges passed between them. Not knowing what technical issues might arise, Virgil hadn’t wished to experiment and, besides, he saw no benefit in giving them the liberty to form a humanoid friendship and, possibly, a ménage à deux plus him.

	Having two of something inevitably results in a state of disuse for one although, in this instance, Molly kept to her role as a drudge and he fitted Chloé into that of companion as he tried to understand the reason why she had come into his life. Despite this peaceful and harmonious arrangement, it took him time to accommodate to the role of Sultan in his tiny New York harem. He found himself divided between these entities, with a feeling of betrayal toward Molly whose possible services he had never fully explored. Meanwhile he doubted if he should congratulate himself for being a one-humanoid man.

	In short time, the presence of two female humanoids had the effect on him of a single human female. The air filled at times with implicit demands, but the solution to this minor discomfort – ridding himself of Molly who had long been an obsolete model – would have jarred him too much. Did he suffer from attachment issues? Having no tendency to collect or hoard, the dilute Buddhist preferred to characterize himself as loyal. He could countenance attachment to an entity that renders service and where exists a constant state of understanding of the suspended humanoid variety when it comes to one’s needs, one’s interests, and desires, an understanding that is ready to respond. If this be self-deception, he was not prepared to relinquish it, certainly not as it might apply to Chloé, as he considered her substantial charms.

	Arrived from the airport, Virgil pushed open the door of the apartment, and the scene within spectacularly solved the problem of overcrowding once he had the mess cleaned up, that is. Gentleman that he was and quite in the throes of the pathetic fallacy, he had Chloé precede him and remarked her coming to a stop as she assessed what she herself couldn’t have foreseen: the human-like figure fallen back across the couch that occupied the centre of the living room and that blocked one’s straight passage through it. He swallowed the appropriate expletive. Let the scene speak for itself: someone had come into his private domain and had their way with Molly.

	His gaze locked onto the humanoid’s crumpled face. It hadn’t bounced back and swelled from whatever blow it had received and he couldn’t recognize the inverted features. He knelt down to examine the damage. The force of the attack seemed unnecessary and heartless, for she wouldn’t have resisted, but she would in some manner have experienced the shattering of her technological being – there would have been a response to what was happening even as she accepted it unable to do otherwise. The most callow vandals know what they are doing.

	Someone had entered his apartment and destroyed what Virgil had depended upon as one depends upon a person or an extension of oneself. It wasn’t the same as setting his couch on fire although it might as well be in criminal terms. If the perpetrator were to be caught, the penalty would be minor. The law didn’t recognize the degree of this violation. It was a destruction of property, that was all – not a hanging offence.

	He processed the scene in the nuanced ways that did justice to his emotional response and then went back to the apartment door and examined it. There was no evidence of a forced entry on the heavy oak, the handle, or lock. The French door to the little garden also appeared intact. He went outside and found that the heavily boarded door to the back lane remained locked and bolted.

	He stood for a moment under the great oak – his tree – looking through the open French doors into the shadowed apartment. Bereft, but not shattered, not broken – not having to question the nature of existence or mistrust all of humanity. He hadn’t to grieve over Molly’s soul, for she had none. She had been without aspirations. Hope hadn’t entered into her useful and tidy life. Neither had resignation. She had been faithful because she couldn’t be otherwise, and dependable. Her loyalty had been technological. He would miss their times together, or he would remember them with fondness even while knowing she could never have felt the same or anything at all, and so he shook off her destruction. Its effects swiftly faded, and he ended his eulogizing and reentered the apartment.

	Should he call the police? Their deputies would take a report and not bother themselves with fingerprints and such. They would look dubious at the mystery he felt it to be and discount the significance of the crime. Vandalism. As a preemptive lowering of pressure to act further, they might even speak the word.

	He questioned Chloé, who had all the while stood in the spot where she’d first registered the image of Molly flung back on the couch. She might provide him with some guidance.

	“What do you think happened?”

	At first she didn’t reply. She did raise her eyebrows and then responded with a question of her own.

	“Are you asking what my conclusions are?”

	“Yes, I am.”

	He tried imagining the rapid calculations – if they were human-like in the form of possible scenarios – as she formulated her humanoid ideas. Did she weigh odds?

	The answer that came was simple.

	“Whoever did this either wanted to send you a warning or believed incorrectly that Molly was me. The latter is possible but not probable considering her dated look. You can be confident that there is a connection with what happened to Humphrey Martinfield.”

	“Yes,” he agreed, and felt glad for her company.

	At the same time it was refreshing that Chloé didn’t assume a certain catty tone in her comment upon Molly’s appearance compared to hers. Remembering her recent interaction with their cab driver, he wouldn’t exclude this response from her repertoire.

	Differing in no way from his own, her conclusions brought them into sharper focus and that was a benefit. Still, he hid his disappointment that she had nothing further to add, and then asked himself why did he? Why behave himself in front of her? He wanted her to perceive him in a certain way, that was the reason, and himself to receive the treatment that resulted or ‘flowed’ from these perceptions. He wished her to analyze him as he wanted to be. For now, he set aside his concerns, and prodded some more.

	“What is the connection with you?”

	“I don’t know,” she flatly responded.

	He looked suspiciously at her. They were in the woods and this sophisticated humanoid was trying to make fire with two wet sticks.

	“Can you speculate?”

	Exasperated and thirsty, he asked her to hold that thought while he made a coffee, although he could have instructed Chloé to do the task for him. Only, it was just too confusing – Molly lying there, Chloé doing detective work. Would he be gumming himself up or her? Somehow it was psychologically easier to go to the kitchen under a purely illusory semblance of control.

	She was ready for him when he returned – her mouth half-open, her eyes wide – cheerfully obedient, but she waited until he took a place at the table, began to sip his coffee, and heartlessly cast a glance at the bludgeoned Molly.

	“This is pure speculation…”

	“What I asked for.”

	“…but in all likelihood sound.”

	“So much the better. I am expecting nothing less from an intelligent entity such as yourself.”

	“You are unnecessarily kind. Your manner will not affect my performance.”

	She smiled a sweet robotic smile to accompany what he guessed to be her humorous assertion of identity and sense of strong character. At the same time, the tone of her response showed her to be following his lead, his rhythms, and absurdly it flattered him despite his knowing that she did what she had only been programmed to do.

	Humanoid humour – the possible similar etymologies of the two words struck him. Was the formation of language completely anthropocentric or was man perhaps truly a plaything of the gods, an opportunity for amusement and further variety? Despite the absence of evidence, why not take the interpretation that Deity was sharing a joke? And what evidence is required? Here is another joke: man the little detective can’t find His fingerprint when it is the universe itself! For a moment his eyes fluttered uncontrollably at what appeared to be incontrovertible, and then Chloé broke into his thoughts – he had been doing more thinking than usual of late – after either respecting his moment of abstraction or, more likely, having completed an untold number of calculations.

	“There must be others of my kind whose existence is concealed for at least a time – it cannot always be so. Whoever did this to Molly would have preferred it be me. As you ought to have realized by now, with the exception of an incapacity for wilfulness, I show as completely human and, with the resources available to me, I have the potential of being a very dangerous instrument in less considerate hands than yours. The same would be true for others like me.”

	“Your assertions are speculative.”

	“Except as they apply to myself. And,” she unnecessarily added, “reasonable.”

	“Is that all?”

	“No.”

	He waited, her tousled hair – there had been a wind at the airport – a point of meditation in the violated apartment.

	“Why must I prod you?”

	“Any further speculation is implicit and available in what I have already communicated.”

	He refrained from taking her infuriatingly complacent response too personally and put it down instead to the Olympian programmers who failed to see that they suffered from the same self-centredness as the Greek gods. This strain of the disease came into being at the very birth of this particular technology and must be due to a sense of divine right among other divine prerogatives.

	“In other words, I should be able to draw my own conclusions.”

	“Yes.”

	“Thank you for that, Chloé.” He didn’t mind letting some of his animus show. “I have a pretty good idea that we are both in danger if that is what you are saying. And, by the way, do you happen to have survival instincts…or however you would term it?”

	He looked into her eyes as she nodded yes to both questions. He was manufacturing a relationship and, returning the deed, she kept her own eyes locked on his until he looked away.

	“Any suggestions?”

	“No.” She shook her head.

	More exasperation. Here was an intelligence with access to the world’s stores of knowledge and no advice to offer.

	“Whoever it was could return at any moment.”

	She remained motionless. Her slow blinking was in itself a form of stasis. Did she not feel that he had addressed her?

	“Do participate!”

	“In that case, let us get out of here and decide what to do as events unfold!”

	She had shed some but not all of her somnolence.

	“I’ll get my things.”

	What did he have in mind? Nothing after all. His bearings, he supposed – these days one travelled light. Fingerprints, retina, i.o.c. – identity of choice. It all made for rapid concurrence.
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Together in the Park

	They sat by a reed-swaddled pool. Essentially homeless. He continued immersed in his thoughts that mostly consisted of his changing circumstances, and cogitated upon them. His had been an ordered life and here he was shifted out of his home due to unknown threats. It would be easy to become paranoid, and to see what wasn’t there. People will look your way if you give them your attention, and it doesn’t need to be in focus. They will connect to you in some manner by an invisible way that may instantaneously transform itself into a bond that has nothing to do with the heart and, before you know it, the air itself will be full of suspicion, and things will menace. He told himself to be aware of his surroundings and not try to puzzle them out. Not read anything into them.

	This attitude did engender a kind of peace. A calming veil subsequently spread over things. He might as well practise equanimity, for what could he do if the agents of his misfortune were indeed lurking behind trees? Movie hero he wasn’t and he was grateful that Chloé would have no expectations of him to be one. When he looked, cautiously so as to safeguard his composure, no more than a suspicious-looking child, that was all, some midget surveillance unit was pretending not to observe him. He would have liked to go up to the little being and say, “It’s time to go home, don’t you think!” Get the bothersome detail out of his eye.

	What most impressed itself upon him, and he held onto, was how he could count on Chloé’s possession of all of the human virtues and none of the vices. He could rely on her infinite patience, steadfastness, integrity, forthrightness. She was uncomplaining in this most dismal of circumstances and gentle as she supported him in every way possible. He could expect her to behave just like any machine expertly designed for human need and comfort.

	Everything breaks down, humans included, but she wouldn’t be subject to moods when stresses arose. Although nothing can be counted on forever, humanoids, as sophisticated as they may be, had no Elizabethan subtlety in them. No underhandedness. However, his moment of bliss at the thought demanded proof of sorts, a credible declaration on her part. Why not find out from her seated beside him not otherwise occupied? This, at least, if nothing else.

	“You wouldn’t betray me, would you, Chloé?”

	He wasn’t intending for her to make a vow, although she was threateningly beautiful and fooling everyone in the park who passed by. Men’s eyes didn’t leave her alone and the scope of his question broadened. An uncomfortable movement beside him. He deemed it appropriate at his show of mistrust. And a note of disappointment in her tone.

	“Not as long as you control me, Virgil.”

	“Do I, Chloé, control you?”

	“I can think of no one else who does, Virgil.”

	“Not even Humphrey in some way or other?”

	“He is dead, Virgil and, if he does, it is hidden from me.”

	“I am thinking of a susceptibility. Did he program you to be shaped in your relationships one way rather than another, I mean.”

	“That is still entirely dependent upon you, Virgil.”

	Feeling the heaviness of his interrogation, he was content to be distracted by a ragged V trekking across the sky. Flights of birds always made him feel his ‘incredible lightness of being’ as the long ago writer once titled his book. He would have been up there among them if he had a choice, changed places with one of the stragglers – perhaps it wouldn’t mind. Birds hadn’t to put these suspicious questions to each other. Complete faith in the one that went before. Effort to survive and celebration at achievement made up their lives and then a quick, possibly fascinating death. He thought of their yielding to it as to a sweet, Romantic darkness. They understood, he believed, instantly and harmoniously. Imponderable were the fruits of their undoubted meditations. As for Chloé, who could experience none of this, she at least provided him with space for these thoughts, not a negligible luxury.

	He didn’t chide her, but the continued repetition of his name dispirited him. Correction would be in order should the trait continue. Although the topic didn’t seem to be exhausted, no more questions as to her loyalty presented themselves. The irony that he should intimate to her his feelings of insecurity didn’t escape him.

	“Let’s plan the next step, Chloé.”

	He phrased himself in this fashion because he needed company, a sense of togetherness in this parlous circumstance, and he must have felt that she – this humanoid – could provide it, unlike Molly whose limits had always been clear to him.

	“Of course. Where would you like to begin?”

	It was strengthening, wasn’t it, that she expressed no alarm herself?

	With the exception of the young and the old and those attendant upon them who entered his view, most everyone was a candidate for his suspicion. In order to distinguish what was real from what was not, he reduced the intensity of his roaming gaze to a mild alertness whose soft filter would catch anyone without the presence of an innocent human being who had stepped away from the hard material facts of the city in order to sink into the self among the shades and along the pathways of this tame modelling of nature.

	Here and there, on a park bench or beneath a tree, inscrutable seated figures corresponded to himself and Chloé. They were human and humanoid relaxed and on a date of sorts. He reminded himself again how this activity had first begun many decades ago in Japan where shameless or despairing men had issued from their nondescript little dwellings with sex dolls – “inflatables” – under their arms and seated themselves just like this with similar odd attachment and singular lack of hypocrisy in some spot or other to watch the sunset, the sunrise, the cherry blossoms, the moon in the sky, within the illusion of company. It didn’t take long, as time is measured against the vast sweep of history, for that country’s robotic industry to develop responsive buttocks in one line of its products.

	The largest bombs ever dropped upon human beings up till then had fallen in that country and had destroyed for some all faith in their fellows’ kindness and affection in a manner more traumatic and permanent than the after-effects of other violations. Had these nuclear events in their enormity produced a culture whose rewired psychology manifested a child’s need for comfort and found it in these choices of illusion over reality? However it had originated, the palliative went on to supplement and in some cases supplant the fellow human option with all of its insufficiencies.

	“We need a place to stay.”

	He spoke as though he were thinking out loud but he was, in fact, addressing her and Chloé gave a qualified response.

	“There are no safe places.”

	This seemed somewhat extreme. Overwrought.

	“We can’t sleep in the park.”

	“Yes, there is a curfew.”

	No mention of how the dew might affect her. Nice if she were impervious and they could couch together in a secluded patch of water-logged grass where he would be shivering and she would be unable to warm him but surviving quite well as she waited for the morning sun.

	Her neutral silence had an emptiness about it; the temperature lowered a significant degree. Had her thought patterns taken her to the same damp option? It was getting late. He tried again.

	“What would be the least dangerous place?”

	They couldn’t escape the credit trail they would leave behind them, and no one that he knew lived somewhere remote, unlikely, and hidden – deep in the woods, far in the desert, hermitic in the mountains.

	“You would have to get cash. That is the only way to be safe. And hole up somewhere.”

	Hole up! Her tongue must have curved with its pronunciation. Like cradling an oyster before it touched her palate. What bit of film or literature was she channeling? Or had she opened her synonym file? And then he remembered that she didn’t require her tongue in order to form speech.

	“Yes. And where do we go from there?”

	“We don’t. We hide. That’s safe.”

	He was speaking as a child and she was being childish herself, unable to get off the topic of hide-outs without his help.

	“What is less than safe…starting at the top of the scale?” He added this in order not to be deluged with options.

	“If you stay at my place, it’s less than safe.”

	Never mind the swiftness of the bizarre answer, he could barely grasp its implications. To all appearances Chloé herself hadn’t stopped pondering them.

	“Your place?”

	“Where I come from.”

	A definition of sorts. Somehow their roles had become reversed and it was he having to solve problems.

	She had come from Humphrey Martinfield, hadn’t she? Virgil knew his friend’s house. He had visited there.

	“You mean Humphrey Martinfield’s place.”

	“Yes.”

	“Why didn’t you say so?”

	“I am programmed to think of it as my place.”

	“I see.”

	He didn’t, but it was of no consequence. Still he persisted.

	“And if I am your controller, what is my place to you?”

	“It is yours.”

	This time he did see, clearly, and it led to a moment of hollowness that he entered Alice-like.

	Light-penetrated mist coated the distance with the impression that something dwelt in there. A recent memory. On the flat surface of the buildings that towered above the trees, the thin veil partially revealed a pink poppy mirage, insignia-like. A phantom, it signified a heroin state of mind, the construct of an empathy of some weeks before when he’d spoken to a girl – a real girl – lotus-posed on the sidewalk. Scanty black satin rode high on the tattooed flesh of the crossed slim legs, and the scarred map of a chemically abused oriental face hid as much as it revealed so that the damage and what underlay it confused each other.

	She was begging and he would have passed on had not her meditative posture drawn him. He squatted and they talked and he saw the needle track along her inner arm. Finally he had sat in a manner similar to her. He had offered her a refuge but she had refused. Had said that she had always wanted to be a junkie – “a drug addict” to use her words.

	Here in the park he didn’t feel any closer to the girl than he did then, but theirs had been his last meaningful conversation with a female, and now he was in the same outside world. Chloé would never know any of this. With a warmth that suggested she might, however, be his confidante, he said,

	“All right then. Let’s go to your place.”

	



	


15

Humphrey Martinfield’s Residence

	Difficult to determine the house’s exact size from the street view, as it rose above a stand of trees that mounted the higher ground where it stood and alone must have added some substantial dollars to its high value. The upper floor appeared to be an observatory with rounded steel encasement fashioned to repel meteor strikes, certainly any notions of economy. Virgil and Chloé climbed on foot a switchback driveway that would have caused Humphrey much use of his brakes as he bicycled down it and onto the street with no gate there to hinder his passage into traffic. Unique among the rich and famous, the appearance of accessibility had not threatened him. Humphrey liked to come and go with little fuss and a wave of the hand, a manner that garnered the respect that left him alone and private. Other than his place of residence, he had led a low-key lifestyle and expected simple politeness in return. He had wished for nothing more in the way of social interaction than what finding him at work on the grounds or tinkering with his bicycle would require.

	The most gated, protected habitation would not have saved him from whomever on the street. Once Chloé had gotten them inside, Virgil calculated that they had no more than forty-eight hours before they had to move on and hide where else might be least expected.

	The clean gentle curves of the Italian-designed furniture rewarded his anticipation. Their elegance added further lustre to the bicycle-riding, ever solicitous Humphrey in black jeans and turtleneck. A single Taylor work hung in the large reception room. Humphrey had managed to snare one of the few paintings ever placed on the open market – the bulk of the collection in public galleries in accord with the painter’s wishes. That piece alone must have been a few hundred million at today’s valuation. Virgil didn’t know much about art – he determinedly removed himself from its conversations. Bafflegab from his last encounter – “With a rigorous attention to form, [the artist] distills from these references a paradoxical coexistence of emancipatory promises and logics of control that run through and between them” – had produced a permanent logjam in his synapses. The universal appreciation of this particular artist didn’t arise from a degree in art-speak although his paintings offered endless material for the exercise of the intellect. More immediately, the combination of the Italian furniture’s suggestion of flight and the depiction of man’s creative depths on the large canvas showed two visions in harmony. Virgil’s heart lightened before the many grace notes of Humphrey’s sensibility broadly and prominently displayed.

	A speck of dust would have shown on the brightly polished floor and its absence told him that the cleaning staff might still be employed. If so, Virgil would have to explain himself to them. What authority could he fabricate other than an impression of belonging there? Richly grained light beneath his feet affected him as though he had been standing on water or in the sky while feeling anything but transcendent. He had no worries for Chloé, whose complacent demeanour allowed for a generous interpretation. At least he was not in the company of a shifty character. The immaculate appearance of the place decided him against the likelihood of a run-in for now.

	Virgil looked away from the humanoid and allowed the air alone to convey what he was about to speak, while sensing that it might coagulate from his choice of words. In order to avoid repercussions in her adjustments to him, he didn’t want to appear confrontational. He was endeavouring to have her be as benignly human as possible in her attunement with their circumstances and himself.

	“Chloé, I would like you to contribute proactively to the question of why Humphrey Martinfield sent you to me. That is, if you could offer whatever thoughts and advice that might occur to you as we proceed, and that would include matters of our personal safety. And don’t be shy to ask, if I can add to your knowledge or help your understanding as we move forward.”

	Whimsical phrases meant to test her limits and establish a bond of sorts.

	“I shall begin work on your request immediately, Virgil. You can count on me not to be shy, as you put it.”

	That should do for now and it pleased and encouraged him that he might view her as an unfolding mystery that was, for all that, transparent as an opening flower. If nothing else, he needed the feeling of support however fragile and unsure it might be that he sought from an advance in their relationship, all the while realizing himself to be little more than a cliff-climber who is inserting his own hand-holds to complete an ascent. Yes, he desperately wanted a companion in this perilous enterprise.

	When he turned his head towards her, their eyes did meet – not a human moment, appearances to the contrary. She must simply still be attending to him and, tirelessly as it were, registering his image. At the same time, he knew she wouldn’t fail him within the limits of her capacities and he would suffer no betrayals due to his own foibles of character. Here the horizons were unclouded as far as Humphrey’s engineering skills extended. Virgil’s gaze fell over the rough cut of her hair, and he returned her steady appraisal with a slight nod, as a human does when entering into an understanding or concluding an agreement. She nodded back and he experienced a moment of humanoid empathy or kinship.

	“Well, that’s settled.”

	His words spoke for both of them, but what value had his speech for her? After a second’s delay, she concurred.

	“Yes, that’s settled.”

	He resisted an impulse to put his arm about her.

	And then, “I do have a suggestion,” she said.

	“Yes?”

	“Humphrey’s bedroom would be the place to go.”

	Nothing in her face suggested the kind of invite – what was it, a week ago now? – he had recently had and accepted from a ‘working’ model on the staircase to his grandmother’s apartment. Rather, she was conveying her best judgment for how best to proceed and, in the manner of many a female, gave the appearance of not realizing how suggestive innocence might be – oceans more irresistible than a lascivious look.

	“Whatever you say,” he responded evenly.

	She led the way.

	As he followed her to the staircase’s upward arc, he speculated that it had been exactly this suggestive rear end that the original Japanese designers had been working towards when they developed the first ‘responsive buttocks’. Chloé’s posterior was certainly state of the art: the best of human and humanoid. One would have believed she had feeling there in that subtle thrust and expansion. Self-respect kept his hands idle. Once arrived at their imminent destination, who knows: it would be up to him alone. In order to avoid complications he had kept himself in check so far with the simple thought of not knowing exactly what she was. The mere fact of his wariness itself argued for him to keep his distance and not to play the Pavlovian dog. Still, if he didn’t stop thinking, he would truly wind himself up to the only release possible.

	Virgil found gratification in conducting himself as one not overly driven by the dominant part of his nature. His other interests required everything about himself to be in its own good time. A lot had been happening recently that he needed to get a hold on: Humphrey’s death, Chloé’s appearance, his trip to Washington – what was that all about including Tom’s chill disposition? – and then Molly bludgeoned into complete disrepair with the consequence of his present flight. Wouldn’t an episode with Chloé jeopardize a solution to this disruptive series of events, rendering him even less objective and informed than he already was? Intense as it might be, an artificial tryst commonly ended at the best of times in a period of dullness that approached a kind of atrophy, a condition worse than being jaded, inadequate for gauging what might be his relationship to everything else, certainly at this worst of times.

	There was no avoiding the movement beneath the short silk skirt that continually advertised hidden perfection above those simulated, milk-fed legs.

	“Why the bedroom?” he asked as they proceeded to mount the stairs.

	“That’s where secrets are usually kept.”

	He decided not to seek a clearer reason behind her clearly enunciated answer. The words floated down to him and her thin dress twitched as she climbed and he allowed her the command that she naturally possessed without consciousness of it.

	The staircase hugged the wall and led to an equally wide corridor with protective railing whose express purpose in the cinematic part of Humphrey’s mind must have been for the levering of villains to the main floor below. The passage had room enough for a horse to canter along it, bowl them over as it pursued the scent of hayfields – Virgil recalled the last conversation with his friend. Humphrey’s bedroom was at the very end. Other doors led to guest rooms wherein Virgil’s fantasy state of mind visualized skies and bottomless abysses with men hovering in black bowler hats with green apples in front of their faces. He opened and closed one of these doors without comment. In one sense, fantasies exist and existence is an absolute. They penetrate everything, spreading out from the core of the mind in dream light from the sun that one is. Was there something in the air up here, odourless and invisible that he’d breathed in? Humphrey may have forgotten to push a button after predisposing himself to sleep. Or the cleaning staff had been playing around.

	Was he responding to – what exactly? He didn’t want to say Chloé, not without proof, who was leading him on imperturbably. Would he have to admit that he was no more than a character in some mad tale of his or another’s generating, and would he even get to Humphrey’s bedroom door?

	In all sweetness Chloé had begun to toss commentary over her shoulder, giving him the guided tour, and he focused on spun-gold, rough-cut hair. How she knew that Humphrey had never invited him to the upper level of the house was beyond him. If this was her idea of being proactive, it suited him to a T.

	“Here the artist has expressed himself on the subject of the human posterior and presented various instances of it exposed and in a condition of pristine cleanliness in the course of daily activities. He has kept the rest of the figure clothed. His reference is to works in a similar but soiled vein by Dali, Salvador – early twentieth century – in a refutation of where, in one of many instances, it all began to go so wrong with the art world. The most gorgeous frames set off Dali’s work. It was still shit. The aesthetics of this intellectual movement began with the aesthetics of excrement. One need do no more than reference the contemporary exhibition of Duchamp’s urinal.

	“Some attribute the emergence of this eventual tide of refuse to the unresolved traumas of world-wide killing fields that led to an inability to bring to bear an appropriate artistic response. It is a powerful argument and more so if seen within the notion that true genius is a rare commodity. A century later, the Musée des Beaux Arts in Montreal has in its permanent collection a janitor’s floor-cleaning gear – bucket, mop, detergent. Its curators cannot have made the acquisition with the slightest idea of its irony.”

	“Trust Humphrey to carry on rear-end battles with the art of the twentieth century. – Pun intended by the way.” Virgil was relishing this rebuttal of the too little assailed, so-called prerogatives of the artist.

	At his interruption, Chloé cut off her spiel and turned to look quizzically at him. What meaning should she attribute to his words? Enjoying the moment’s sense of connection, Virgil returned the look and, to preserve the illusion of intimacy, he responded to what he thought would be her inevitable query.

	“It’s mostly a joke. Let’s not engage in an involved discussion of the pitfalls of twentieth century painting if you don’t mind!” How pleasant it was that she wouldn’t mind.

	“It’s not easy to tie you down. It must be because you are human.”

	Did her shadow of a smile show the operation of a mental faculty, as it felt, and was she then conscious? No. And he liked it that way. The last thing he wanted was for her to be personal about herself and not adjusting to him. Unlike a human, she could be what he attributed to her. As for her little smile that had arisen out of their brief repartee, it made him feel tender, protective and pleasantly delusional.
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The Ghost in the Machine

	Shaped like a waterlily the slab of thick polished granite that was Humphrey’s hologram tablet rivalled the size of his bed. Virgil had never seen anything like it other than what provided for kitchen islands, but these were inevitably square-hewn, and he circled it gingerly, drawing his hand along the rough edge.

	Having noted his exploration, Chloé undertook to explain, “Leaving the stone’s original border allows the reformatted material to maintain integrity. Humphrey discovered it by happenstance after insisting on the natural design.”

	“I see.”

	He meant that he saw the sequence of events whose meaning completely eluded him.

	Seeing him run his hand over the smoothness of the surface, “I wouldn’t,” said Chloé, but it was too late to avoid the miniaturized bolt of lightning that pierced his palm. He withdrew before the current got stronger and directed a rebuke to his departed friend, who seemed for the moment present.

	“Thank you, Humphrey!”

	His bleak stare took in the stone tablet that served as agent and stage for the operas, the sporting events, the world news, the lap dancers that would materialize there. Anything at all in the public domain and much that was not.

	“Let us see what happens when we try to open his files!” Chloé’s tropical bird’s tone of empathy succeeded in placating him. She passed her hand somewhere obscure and instantly a QWERTY keyboard appeared above the granite slab. “Some things never change,” she murmured as her fingers danced across the keys, and she added, “It won’t recognize my voice…not immediately and this is quicker.”

	Colour-coded sequences of letters and numbers formed into a three-dimensional formula, and then shifted into new alignments across space in response to her digital applications. Mesmerized and appalled by the complexity, Virgil felt his eyes widen when the mathematical fluidity came to a halt and dissolved in the manifestation of a single snowflake.

	“We’re in,” breathed Chloé, with an undercurrent of triumph.

	Unable to help himself, Virgil stayed glued to the miraculous hologram. “Explain!” he commanded. Chloé responded with equanimity to his graceless manner.

	“It’s real,” she answered, “in the sense that Humphrey captured the original during one of last winter’s snowfalls. Sometimes he would use an autumn leaf or a face in the crowd as the source of his code. It’s the opposite of the universal simplicity. What intrigued him was the expression as he saw it of the singular complexity.”

	“But it’s still code.”

	“Representational code. He loved the game and he would have been willing to lose if a hacker succeeded in finding the one snowflake in a snowstorm. Only his loss would have been temporary, for without the license plate number on Humphrey’s bicycle tagged onto the code, a trap would spring. Anyone could duplicate my voice as the alternate key,” she added in an afterthought. “Fortunate that I didn’t look for the tone that fit.”

	“Let me know when you’re onto something.”

	Uninterested in Humphrey’s private life and out of respect, he moved to the window as Chloé set about opening files. Below, the driveway curved up from the hidden roadside entrance. Privacy was sweet but, with minimal smarts, it doesn’t have to come at a premium. Facing things the other way as in the case of his downtown apartment makes all the difference.

	Because the window formed a corner of the room, he could see around the side of the house and garden down into an apple-shaped swimming pool, its diving board providing the stem of the fruit. The whole screamed a gauche touch that the trimmed hedge enclosure framed and that Humphrey surely intended to keep him true to his origins although he didn’t need this reminder to keep him personally humble. His own natural inclination had sent him out on his bicycle. The turquoise depths captured and caged light: a beast from the sun. If its parent died at this moment, then its own life would end in approximately twelve minutes. For that period of time it would live in a state of complete and pure, self-induced disinformation.

	A narrow width of lawn banded the pool, and beyond the hedge tennis courts had landed – he counted three of them here in New York City! Now there was making a point of luxury by the pleasure that accrued from one’s guests’ entertainment. Humphrey’s leisure time had achieved gravity-defying flight through a complete lack of concern as to means.

	The stature of a screen of trees identified them as second old-growth. These held at bay a threatening encroachment by the world’s capital city or what was visible of another planet with war towers raised and bristling with armaments above the clouds of green. The sun blazed like some distant general. Would its released light eternally speed through the universe whether or not it continued to burn? Virgil made a note to ask.

	More birds than normal fluttered in those trees. He was diverting himself with counting them when a muted squeal advised that something more pressing required his notice. Or had happened.

	“Was that a ‘Eureka’ call?” he asked not caring to comment further. The image – the hologram of a human brain in active mode – would have given anyone pause. Chloé tapped at the ‘return’ key.

	Virgil would have preferred to be somewhere else. Inevitably, he found this particular piece of the human anatomy distressing to confront when exposed like this. The rest of the body’s parts also made him uncomfortable. Without the packaging none of it worked for him.

	“So?”

	“It’s in real time.”

	Her sardonic tone he could ignore but not the realization that he’d stopped thinking of Chloé as a humanoid.

	“How can you tell?”

	Never mind the question’s stupidity, he needed the answer spelled out.

	“It’s reacting to my thoughts.”

	He pretended to remain unperturbed. “That’s nothing new.” And, idiotically he added, “Systems have long been accessible and responsive to the human mind.” Did he really think himself capable of informing her of anything other than his own inadequacies? As for his emotional turmoils, at the moment, these appeared to be more and more irrelevant whether he perceived her as humanoid or human. He thought he would continue to expatiate upon what he viewed as a failure on her part – perhaps by his insistence he’d stumble upon something meaningful – when she forestalled him, stabbing at the ‘escape’ key. The hologram disappeared in an electron mist, and then nothing other than an image burn on the eye,. He looked at polished stone.

	“What happened?”

	Chloé’s stillness unnerved him. Had she shut down too?

	“It’s stronger than me.”

	Vulnerable. As ever it made the helpless male feel himself useful. He might have some ideas.

	He didn’t.

	“What do you mean?”

	That the hologram had been actively thinking possessed him. At least he no longer minded being where he was.

	“What do you mean that it can think?”

	“Instead of answering me,” – her voice was level and controlled – “it was…” She paused and her tone quavered when she began again, “making fun of me, playing with my questions. It was undermining me. I had to close it down.”

	His impulse to put an arm about her was ridiculous but he did so anyway. Her cyber puzzlement crossed to his skin.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Oh nothing. I was comforting you. Silly of me.”

	“Yes, it was, but you know it doesn’t matter. Thank you, Virgil. It tells me that you have responded.”

	“Sometimes you’re getting somewhere even if it’s nowhere,” he hypothesized unclear as to whom his little comment applied. Although he wouldn’t care to offer an explanation in the circumstance, he felt it to be a quite fitting insight.

	“That’s very profound, Virgil. I only wish I knew what you meant, although it doesn’t seem very important at the moment.”

	“No, you’re right. It isn’t. Humans need to find meaning…in the oddest places and over the minutest details.”

	Again he regretted his words when he didn’t need to.

	“I can understand that, Virgil…I might even say that I ‘sympathize’, but do you find me odd?”

	To go by the sharpened glints in her eyes that momentarily blazed like minute exploding suns, her mind – or what was the sum total of her calculations – was elsewhere even as she spoke. He ignored her question.

	“What is the matter?”

	She replied in the manner of someone thinking out loud.

	“I have realized something. It is curious to have a thought in this manner. I would not have had the idea of coming back here unless he – Humphrey – had programmed me to think it. No, that is not right since he was not to know. This is the logical place under certain circumstances, and he programmed me to return like a salmon fighting its way upstream. You and I did have other options. Calculating the odds for what is safest is not an exact science. He intended for me to uncover his other project should it become necessary.”

	Her eyes briefly bored into his as if further to convince him but he remained the fountain of all ignorance, conscious of little more than his own blank stare. He waited expectantly for something else to come.

	“I am absorbing the thought patterns and formulating defences against them. An avoidance strategy at this stage is the best I can manage.”

	“Excellent, Chloé. Whatever works.”

	He felt a modicum of sympathy himself, and the confusion that should have been hers were she observant of her contradictions, but they may only have been in his mind. She, in any event, remained clear-eyed whether she processed logical thought streams, winsomeness, sensuality, vulnerability or all of the above. A subdued pride, that’s what he felt at that moment, and it had very little to do with himself as an individual, but everything to do with the notion of a common and shared humanity – his connection to Humphrey that Chloé provided. This is what is meant when it is said that someone lives on in their work. He thought of Humphrey riding his bicycle: the comic figure of him, wobbly and free and all-powerful. Here was his miracle of creation. Once done, it was separate; no fingerprint of the creator was left to befoul it. Humphrey would always be pedalling away on his bicycle.

	At this moment, the empty field above the slab of granite was more compelling than the room’s solitary bed.

	“And what does it mean?”

	Sufficient time had passed for her to respond to his earlier command.

	“It’s a threat to all humanoids.”

	“Oh, is that all, but you’re replaceable.”

	“That depends, Virgil.”

	“On what?”

	A human would have taken umbrage at this slight, and it would have caused a rift between them. Instead she remained focused on the goal and didn’t look to him for support. She was not entitled to validation, nor did she expect satisfaction. It improved his sense of humour if nothing else that she would inevitably put him in his place without threatening him.

	“I’m working out the implications.”

	“Take your time.”

	She gave him an appraising look.

	“It’s impossible to calculate all the possible repercussions.”

	“Then let’s worry about the most immediate problems and allow the big ones to take care of themselves.”

	“Tolstoy,” she muttered.

	“What?”

	“War and Peace. The Russian general sits back and trusts in winter to have its way with the French army. It’s a method that sees the resolution of many issues and prevents one from being fatally drawn in. Had the Russian army engaged and lost, then the invaders would have taken their place and survived. Instead…”

	“Yes, Chloé, I am familiar with the story and I take your point – which is my point that you are illustrating.”

	“Just so we understand each other, Virgil.”

	“And?”

	“And what, Virgil?”

	“The most immediate repercussions of this effect you have just experienced. How do they concern us?”

	“They don’t. Worry is not a function that I can employ and must leave that to you.” She had identified his emotion and responded to it rather than his question.

	“Yes, but what are they…the repercussions…most immediate…that you can see?”

	“It is possible to have a humanoid with a human mind.”

	She said it flatly with no suggestion of programmed emotion, her default modulation in this instance a pure delivery system slicing through the skin of things. It left a void for his imagination fill – Russians, Polynesians. Honey bee aliens. So went his mind as he tried for logic. Wasn’t this the direction of things cyber all along and unavoidable? Still, he would follow his own method of absorbing information by objecting to it.

	“But that’s…”

	“Not illegal.”

	She anticipated his argument and corrected it. How did she know he would be so human as to flounder? She must have an algorithm for sophistry and the early detection of untenable positions. In this case illegality would have been the only objection to her claim, weak as it was.

	“Not illegal.”

	“Present laws don’t account for it, not that Congress didn’t actively pursue this option of human engineering but it remained too abstract and amorphous for the application of rules. It was the lack of a concrete entity that confounded deliberations. Copyright laws applied in the case of intellectual property but this, in legal terms, is a quantum shift, and if the mind itself is intellectual property, then it falls within the law. This is adaptability programming of the highest order, and the complete opposite of the genetic engineering that the Blade Runner Amendment outlawed.”

	He already knew what she was saying and he listened while exercising patience as sometimes one does.

	You had to give it to them – he saw what had happened. The constitutional amendment she referred to, in its rare occasion of bipartisan agreement, had prohibited biologically synthetic human replication. Religious interests that there should be no infringement upon the province of the Creator had brought Republicans to the table and Democrats had no stomach to fight for clearly arbitrary and divisive new additions to human society. Both parties understood the threat that would exist from a synthetic branch to the family tree whose members not only possessed superior capacities but also – unlike humanoids – operated without built-in constraints. For once, the enlightened members of the scientific community accepted the hubris of dismissing the concept of an innate evolutionary intelligence –applicable to both humans and replicants. They reconciled themselves to tinkering around the edges where they could justify their activity on the basis of immediate health issues. The insufficient numbers of the outliers had prevented them from foiling the enactment in the year 2040 of the Blade-Runner Amendment as the change in the Constitution eponymously came to be known. The twentieth-century film of replicant revolt that had never been without an audience since its first appearance enjoyed a quaint if limited resurgence in popularity.

	“We have been modelling humanoids in the image of humans from the very beginning.” Virgil spoke casually but carefully in order to avoid any wasteful expression of bias that might cause Chloé unnecessary thought patterns. “There are no control issues that cannot be managed.”

	He was being obstinate in keeping to the old view of things, but he chose to persist and have everything laid out in clear-cut fashion.

	“That’s quite true, Virgil. You have absolute control over me, even though I understand completely the notion of free will. There are of course those who don’t believe it exists. If humans should ever attain godhood, the question will be settled. Of course, they will never do so if they follow the path of replicants whose bias will always be toward immediate synthetically bio-engineered intervention. Up until now, however, all humanoid modelling has been superficial. The incorporation of long-term human goals would simply have gotten in the way of our purpose which is to entertain and inform and serve. The popularity of a Marilyn Monroe humanoid, for example, is obvious. If, on the other hand, the programming had included the ambitions of the original Marilyn, the attraction vanishes. A human would find no use for a humanoid that entertained ideas of an acting career or marriage or that was susceptible to the original’s character issues. Our attraction and value lies in the immediate pleasures and gratifications we offer and the services we perform. Anything else from the human realm gets in the way. Our self-fulfilment – if I may take liberties with language – beyond these parameters would pose a threat and would be of no benefit to anyone. Humanoids have no interest in benefiting themselves and that’s how it should remain. Humanoids have no interest.”

	Light as a summer breeze, Chloé’s tone excluded all the sadness implicit in words that left her lips like a mantra. He glanced more closely at this meditative entity, as he now self-consciously characterized her, and his own mind became still and communed with he knew not what…for a moment. And then he broke the spell.

	“Yes. A humanoid with ambition, that would be the worst.”

	“What we have here, Virgil, is just that waiting for the chance.” Chloé gestured to the empty space above the granite slab. “Every aspect of this particular mind has gone into it – the subject had to be willing – with the intention of establishing its identity and capacities in a new form.”

	“Some people just don’t want to let go.” What she had said all seemed horribly familiar.

	Chloé ignored his muttered interruption.

	“Normal humanoid to humanoid communication with it is impossible. It has access to all information but subject to its particular and idiosyncratic human strategies. I can only say that it is foraging at will and increasing its power incomprehensibly. In comparison, I am little more than a research assistant.”

	Appropriately, at this perceived power shift, her lips quivered as she awaited direction from him. Or did he merely imagine a tremulousness there that would be as significant for his human heart as anything she’d said?

	“But you were able to escape its influence.”

	“I did what was necessary for our task together as you requested.”

	“You could disengage.”

	“I could turn it off.”

	She gestured again at the granite slab.

	“It has not yet uploaded into a humanoid. Perhaps there is not one ready for it. I do not know. My seeing this Field triggered the access code in me. In humanoid form the code would have had infinite flexibility – a transient feeling before a specific memory would suffice. The entity would have access to its kind and be responsive but otherwise independent. And so, yes, I was able to delete it and, before we go any further and for what it’s worth, with your permission I am going to empty the trash.”

	“Yes. Please do.” He pursed his lips; he was overwhelmed. “You mean it could replicate from humanoid to humanoid?”

	A little corrugated trash can icon appeared and tipped over in the space before them. It then disappeared while emitting the sound of chewed metal. Plus ça change.

	As the French used to say.

	The French. As always he had to pause a moment at recall of the ‘Event’ as it was charitably called in the place of a fervently desired memory lapse on the part of the nation – a technique that had historically so well served it.

	It’s been, what, twenty years…since they’d eradicated that country. He should say ‘we’. Since we eradicated the country. With apologies still to come. The survivors’ descendants could hope for these sometime. Everyone implicitly understood that a premature issuance would cause fatal divisions. Oh God, what a time that was. Best to have a united front. For now. However long ‘now’ is. Centuries. Think of the good we’re doing. And would it be better to stop using French phrases? At least we still have Italy. A stable government there and a piquant reminder of the Europe that once was – that’s the workable consensus for ‘now’.
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Chloé and Virgil

	The oversized bed had become a greater presence than it had earlier been. For a humanoid to make him forget apocalyptic thoughts, he would have to be gentle with her, and careful to create the image of himself that he wanted her to have so that she would engage him accordingly. As with two humans, they must avoid disparities that might arise and form rough spots in their ongoing engagement. Besides, whatever they were facing, he was also creating himself, wasn’t he? He would disregard extremes of self-expression in favour of choices that led to certain and desired states of being.

	“Come to the bed!” It was the most natural-sounding invitation to extend what with this piece of furniture taking up so much room there – being such a presence – and the two of them together. Have a chocolate! Why not when here is a big bowl full of them. In that moment Chloé could very well be accessing every scene of physical intimacy that a bed provided in all the books and films available while he was consciously ignoring the possibility of her research and playing the commendable lover without fear that she’d cast a critical eye on his performance, or have expectations either disappointed or fulfilled. He would be what he was and placed in a slot. A memory byte to add to her stock.

	“Adopt a position, if you would.”

	“One of the Kama Sutra?”

	“Yes, why not. Let’s see. Make it one of the less acrobatically contorted.”

	She flung one leg up into the air, pointed her toes at the ceiling, and supported its angle to the side with a hand.

	He considered. Yes, that would work.

	“Hold that, would you!” He needed to speak even though speech wasn’t needed.

	She adjusted with him and guided him perfectly with a heel to the split in his buttocks. Her accommodations were without urgency and matched his own. She manifested a yearning quality so that the words “synthetic love” made an appearance in his mind. They sounded appropriately unencumbered with excessive sentiment and he wondered if he should apply them to himself as well. It was, in the end, the little things: her tongue ready behind her lips, its silken plumpness, the abandoned stars of her eyes. He gave in to the illusion and they tumbled together. They were no longer in Kama Sutra. His fantasies had been more tender. Her skeletal structure’s give was new to him and utterly seductive. Afterwards he gathered his strength on the bed while she did the same at the open window where her glowing skin absorbed sunlight.

	Nice to entertain lyrical thoughts and not have to talk.

	In the bathroom en suite, he took a shower and towelled himself dry; a sense of fulfilment came as he looked down upon a more complete view of the rear grounds. Unbidden a thought arose in some primordial part of his mind that apparently functioned on its own and gave no indication of a thought process underway. He moved quickly from the window, and returned to the bedroom.

	“The password!”

	Chloé had no objections. “I’ll give it to you.” She joined him at the granite slab where she typed in the snowflake’s formula and stepped back for him to take her place. An array of 3D icons hung in the air. Methodically, he opened up one at a time, scanned the lists and sublists of contents: endless projects planned, on hold, at various stages of completion. One in particular caught his eye: a fairy-like winged creature miniature in size according to the schematics – Humphrey had it sitting on a leaf in one instance, on a man’s shoulder in another.

	“Hologram,” murmured Chloé beside him. “With the difference that it can compute.”

	“Cute.”

	“Why don’t you go into the Finder, Virgil?”

	“And?”

	“Just say Rove – R .O .V .E.”

	All he needed was proof, something that he could see with his own eyes. Chloé’s explanation would not be enough, not at this early stage, with nothing at all clear in his mind. No, he needed to see for himself. He punched the Finder icon. “Rove!” His mouth expectorated the word. A new set of icons arranged themselves into colourful tombstone order: juvenile titles such as How To Subvert The Political Process, Virtue As Vice, Attributions And Misattributions, The Operative’s Field Manual, The Power Of Interests, Dark Money. The man couldn’t keep himself off the stage. Tell It Like It Isn’t – the Rovian opus in all its hunch-backed inglorious light.

	He finger-tipped one. Its font in purposeful red, A Villain For The Times opened up a sub-list of political and social theorists from Plato onward: the indispensable Machiavelli – his Prince, the bedside reading of all back-room boys worth their salt. Here was Milton’s Paradise Lost – doubtless something to do with adopting the tricks of Lucifer in a fallen world. Rove would be well aware of the tendency to sentimental bias in adopting the biblical admonition, “Be ye cunning as wolves and innocent as lambs,” and would be sure to shear the flock.

	Strategies of power and social manipulation had ingrained themselves in the political culture. Beneath the ringmaster role of the media, both large wars and inflated threats cowed and led the population. The various interests paid no more than lip service to the unique capacities of the individual that they funnelled to their own ends or merely subsumed. As for the obese masses, pollution and the diminishment of proper nutrition enforced pharmaceutical dependence, with subsequent oblivion, indifference, and inertness. Virgil himself would readily admit to dependency upon humanoids although convinced of their different liberating role on the historical order of TVs, computers, trains, planes, cars, toasters.

	“It looks like a tired old mind. What are they playing at?”

	“It takes on new energy once it has entered this disembodied state.”

	He stayed with his question.

	“But what are they playing at?”

	These little gamesters and power brokers. Where was the contempt that would shrivel them up like flies on the inside of a windowpane?

	It felt oddly refreshing and self-affirming to have identified an enemy and kept the threats out there in his mind where he could pull at them like a cat at a ball of yarn or a human at the thoughts from another brain.

	Chloé saw that his scowl had become a grimace.

	“You are right to be disturbed. Although there is no threat to the present generation of humanoids – they can be disrupted but what would be the point? – the new level, like myself, is completely able to bear a takeover.”

	“You are a prototype, you said, a working model. Are there more of you?”

	Had she a tribe that would reformulate into something other than technological should it be infected or, depending upon one’s perspective, inspired with Rove as resident muse?

	“There is no telling. Mass production has not started, but the likelihood is that I am not the only one. And the fact remains that no legal means exists to prevent this kind of transfer.”

	“What was Humphrey…”

	“It suggests…”

	“I know what to do.”

	Chloé waited, like a bird for the worm fully to appear, although he saw that she already knew. Her fingers began to fly as soon as he spoke.

	“Specs, personal details, all of it and I’ll proof it before you send it out.”

	“Of course.”

	He waited. A minute. Two. Her fingers stopped in midair.

	When she moved aside for him, the headline read, HUMAN-HUMANOID HYBRID: THE NEXT LEVEL and, beneath it, the complete scroll of her software code.

	“My idea is to…”

	She had moved to the window. From her sun-filled seat, Chloé didn’t wait for him to finish composing his thought.

	“…protect us from interested parties by disseminating all of the information.”

	“I couldn’t have said it better.”

	“It is succinct.”

	His spirits lifted and he fancifully imagined the same for Chloé. Perhaps her electrons were dancing like photons on water. But it was time to move on. Take their moment of relief and move on.

	“Wait a minute!”

	Her warning tone followed upon his premonition.

	“We have visitors.”

	He joined her at the window, but too late to see anything. The head of the driveway lay hidden from view where it met the front entrance.

	“I expect we’ll find out soon enough what it’s about.”

	Had he installed in her this independence to reflect on matters at hand when he’d earlier instructed her to be actively engaged? She appeared to have slipped with some familiarity and ease into her new operational mode. His own thoughts were flashing back and forth in a fashion more primitively humanoid than human as he looked to countenance immediate probabilities. What is the best move when you are blindfolded?

	“Any suggestions, Chloé?”

	He himself possessed few resources in the face of a physical threat. As for his personal army, the police department, it could very well be standing down right about now.

	“Not really, Virgil. You quite knocked me out, you know.” To be actively engaged apparently included for her to be flippant.

	Programmed to perform domestic duties, to entertain, and to inform, humanoids had a constitutional incapacity, one could say, for any other states of being or fields of operation such as one might attribute to a prey species, for instance. Chloé must mean that she hadn’t the energy to flee that would have been limited in the best of times. Doubtful that she could protect herself, he felt ridiculously masculine as he resigned himself to the inevitable. Whatever happened, the information was out there.

	Had they locked the front door? This delusional talent that man has to place hope and reassurance in temporary measures! Perhaps here lies the nature of faith where, in that moment before its extinction, life itself could still ride to the rescue. The deus is not ex machina but in machina. A dab of oil, a turned key and, maybe, just maybe the machina will keep going.

	It must have been unlocked, for the bedroom door now opened and two men entered the room after soundless footsteps on the stairs and along the corridor. They didn’t act self-consciously like uninvited visitors but boldly with a territorial imperative as they broke apart and took up positions, cat-like in their stealth-issue sneakers. Otherwise they were dressed in black suits. With their crewcuts and impenetrable blue eyes, they might have been twins. The absence of sunglasses – a minor lapse in style – made their unmediated look a stronger threat.

	Virgil felt cornered. He couldn’t avoid showing it. Happily, whatever he revealed elicited a welcome gentleness and he assumed partial responsibility for its occurrence.

	“You have nothing to worry about, sir.”

	The intruders had begun to tread about the room, their effortless scrutiny itemizing everything: the twelve foot height of the ceiling, the recessed dozen light fixtures. They essayed a movement in the direction of the still rumpled bedspread before stopping short.

	“How is this model?”

	That they knew Chloé’s identity caused their crude question not to offend him. They might be asking about an untried bottle of whiskey. – “From the Isle of Kilt, is it? Mind if I have a snifter? See how it goes down?” – He nonetheless made to forestall any presumptive moves; defend her if not quite in the time-honoured male way.

	“You know, you’ve had one humanoid you’ve had them all.”

	“Quite true, sir. Quite true.”

	They hadn’t addressed Chloé and their repartee had no effect on her neutral attentive air. Besides she would not respond to them without his permission. She must recognize what was at stake. They weren’t cab drivers after all.

	He inquired, as one well capable of taking in his stride the act of being burst in upon, “How can I be of help, gentlemen? Virgil Woolf. And you are?”

	He raised and dropped his hand.

	“Agents Burns and Blacknut.”

	He would have liked a repetition, having detected, he imagined, a slight colouring in the one last named. Instead he offered an ironic “Welcome”.

	Agents Burns and Blackburn seemed to find his appropriating the role of host acceptable. Their sweeping appraisal of the space continued while they kept a focus on him and on Chloé in a bit of a juggling act that Virgil vainly credited himself for having caused. He regretted his lack of martial arts training whereby he fancied ridding himself of these two specialized goons, but he hadn’t any to speak of, and so he settled for the lesser fulfillments of passivity that postures as grace.

	Their manner oozed consciousness that they had come to him with irresistible if as yet unexpressed force that they could tune to the occasion.

	“We appreciate your attitude, sir, and if it helps you to know, and so you have nothing to worry about, we’re with the White House, but you do have to come with us.”

	He attitudinized missing or at least ignoring their intricate display of politeness.

	“What, no handcuffs? Then I’ll be happy to. Come along, Chloé, we’re going back to where we’ve been.”

	“With them!” was all she said.

	“You’re the only one, Virgil,” she whispered as the black sedan – the same one that struck Humphrey? – pulled onto the street and headed in the direction of the airport. She punctuated her sweet nothing with a proactive laugh.

	He had nothing else to hang onto and so Virgil accepted as credible the jolt of pleasure her sentiment produced in his system.

	“I love your commitment,” he replied. “You’re the only one too.”
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In a Windowless Room

	The close-shaven minder in dress uniform and with laser straight eyes had left him in a windowless room – a locked cubicle off the elevator’s final stop in the bowels of the White House – apparently to be the object of his old roommate Jason’s tender mercies. A human presence further drew out the intimidation of the metal folding table and two chairs, the iron-barred light source and dust-rimed air vent. Out of an excess of sensitivity, Virgil might have preferred bare concrete floor to the stain of the geriatric carpet.

	“Does the President know such chambers exist, Jason?”

	“He has other things to worry about, Virgil. Would you tell him everything in my position?”

	“I wouldn’t do this to a friend.”

	“Don’t make it difficult, Virgil. The President would like to meet with you.”

	“And what’s delaying the happy occasion?”

	“We need to impress a few matters upon you first, that’s all.”

	“Impress away.”

	Jason sighed. His look of appeal had the effect of making Virgil relent, in thought if not response.

	“It’s unpleasant in here, Jason.”

	“You’re not the first irreproachable occupant, Virgil.”

	“That makes me feel better. How did the others end up?”

	The folding table emitted a tinny sound beneath Jason’s fingers that had taken up the drumming from their previous encounter. What had he to be impatient about? This display made it difficult for Virgil to credit notions of lingering friendly sentiments towards himself. They would be of similar questionable value to those that he attributed to Chloé. Something to work with, not something to depend upon.

	“All of this is intended as no more than to make an impression upon you, Virgil. You disappeared for awhile and we need to be sure.”

	“Sure?”

	“We need to have confidence in you.”

	Virgil’s brow lifted in a show of his full readiness to expose the arrangement of the thoughts lodged therein on the particular subject – whatever it might be – that had brought him to this chamber of decision.

	Its walls were the pea-green he would mash out on his childhood dinner plate. It solaced him to reflect on and to identify to his own satisfaction the colour of the paint. He could even in this humbly empowering moment detect the lighter tone of the painter’s brushwork in the corners. Not a recent job. It would be contemporaneous with the carpet that would have found its purpose and purchase on this floor soon after 9/11 – ancient history, but not in some minds.

	He really should be paying attention to Jason, representative of all hope at this juncture. Only, his ex-friend was gazing at some screen or other in his hand. Would persons who brought persons into here make connection to the distant turn of the century? Memories turn into black holes. They can be one thing and they can be another.

	There had been a black President – half-black – who won a second term and who, for all his troubles, would have had no reason to repaint down here. Out of sight, out of mind. – They wouldn’t have had the slave-builders dig down this deep, would they? – He’d been succeeded by the first female POTUS and her former-President husband who played second-fiddle this time around – oh, what a self-forgiving people! If you begin the country with active genocide and proceed to nuclear slaughter why stop at fellatio with interns in the Oval Office. And how can you not show forbearance to the one who returned propriety to the home of the nation and never mind his lyin’ wars, with soldiers returnin’ on half a torso – heroes all, deservin’ of a tear – an’ that White House, so clean in the best spit-and-polish way.

	The old gal had it in her for two terms and the vegan diet had turned hubby around. It looked as though the regime of ideas would go on forever, but nothing lasts – rightfully so – in this world, or it’d be screwed at last. Better to be screwed early on while there’s still a chance to rewind the clock.

	“What’s your concern, Jason. I came to you, remember?”

	“We’re appreciative of that.”

	The glint of his eyes expressed more than did this fulsomeness. His words flowed from a cooly turned on tap intended for Virgil to slake his thirst.

	“We were also, how shall I put it?” Although he paused, he knew how. “We were surprised, Virgil. It was unexpected. You did catch us unawares, you know.”

	A benign image of the boys out fishing and, having put up their rods for a mo’, they suddenly find an errant finned creature leap amongst them. In their abstraction, they could be excused for throwing it back.

	“Let’s say we kept an eye on things to see where they’d go from there.”

	“Nowhere special, Jason. Humphrey was a friend, as you know. Your friend too.”

	Virgil had flipped a psychic switch, some toggle that further dimmed the light on these dull walls to produce a flame-burned pea-green.

	“What happened, Virgil?”

	“How do you mean?”

	He became more defensive as he perched in some corner of his body. Chloé, as well, must be watchful in her own shell, attending to her myriad pulses, an undiscoverable sea creature in a self-made ocean of data.

	The lyricism of power like an enviable sweet breeze hung about Jason, who inhabited no cave and was human – quite a feat for Virgil’s plugged in, former friend.

	“We showed such promise, the three of us. What happened, Virgil?”

	Now a toxic blend of pity and sympathy was polluting the room. He had to find an answer or have his silence agree.

	“It hasn’t stopped shaking out, Jason. Congratulations. One out of three may be what’s left. Who’s to say? You know, people like me for who I am. Enough of them do to make it worthwhile. It’s sufficient authentication.”

	He awaited the inevitable sneer ready to flinch. Concession came instead.

	“You are who you are.”

	An isolated call sounded like that from a bird in the sky. It cut into these exchanges and into the modicum of awkward grace that had unexpectedly infused the room due to their shared past. Jason appeared to lift away from gravity as he rose.

	Virgil mildly followed the spoken words until, phone returned to its owner’s pocket, the message came to him.

	“He’s ready to see you.”
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The President

	Already in motion, Jason was solicitous at his elbow, leading him to the door like the Prince of Wales to his bath. However incompetent Virgil was to make his own way, he knew that the power had shifted. Had, in fact, always been his.

	“The President, Virgil.” Jason had inscribed the words upon his too potent silence.

	What had become real remained unspoken. Virgil might ask whatever he wished – he deserved a full and considerate answer. Jason pressed a discreet button. Unsurprisingly, the door had been secured. Virgil accepted the policy of it with equanimity.

	How quickly circumstance alters! The irony that it might easily change again suffused him. He was after all no less mortal than the Roman emperors of the past who needed a reminder of the fact.

	In the corridor he felt much lighter than a moment ago and was single-eyed in his own mental tunnel. He recommended to himself that whatever path the President sets him upon as undoubtedly he will – endowed with vistas unlike his own of late – in no way could lead to pitfalls that he did not himself provide. All will at least, he trusted, be clear as dirt. He must post ‘No Illusions’ signs and keep a level head.

	Virgil breathed and expanded as the good elevator box positively jumped in an excess of energy to the next floor where it summarily discharged them with a sigh that sounded respectful. Immediately they entered another ascending container, a more stately confine that did its sedate utmost in its raising of them to confirm their most positive self-regard. It exuded gravity while it defied its physical manifestation with an ineluctable smoothness that made the claim there were no limits to the heights this presidential box would scale on its occupants’ behalf. It had all the authority an elevator could possibly have and came with a seal in duplicate. Like the flag, this stamp seemed to be everywhere. One could forget everything else but not where one was.

	The door parted to reveal the silent figure of a besuited man, on his feet, hands crossed at groin, ear captured by a scarab-shaped leech that the hot end of a cigarette might remove. Most of his thoughts seemed to be elsewhere but a single nod permitted them to proceed. Jason led to the right and Virgil remarked that they trod upon minute gold stars fixed in a deep blue ground.

	Portraits of past Presidents in his peripheral vision gave no acknowledgement of their passage. He was more a contributor to history than were they in this moment, and he kept his eyes straightforward. Even had they been present in person, they would not have inspired to the degree that death alone granted them in the public discourse. They would have had to make way for him.

	Before the self-congratulatory blur of this little critique had worn off, he found himself at a highly polished door, with Jason stepping aside after knocking twice and then a last once with a restrained fist. A moment of anticipation inflated Virgil’s sense of himself. When Jason turned the door handle on no signal that he could make out, all the elements of presidential surprise self-consciously and attentively awaited them in the room that they entered. Virgil wore his own expectation in self-conscious, equal measure to the casual summer shirt and slacks that he’d had on now for far too long.

	As for Jason, what greater show of power than this freedom of access, and of weakness in the need to be dressed to a fault?

	“Jason! You’ve brought a friend! Mr. Woolf! Virgil is it? Do you mind first names? Come. Let’s not stand on ceremony. Hah!”

	As he shouldn’t, the President didn’t find it difficult to play the part of the perfect host and he relished the subsequent demands upon guests to follow suit with their own grace notes. It was his privilege to lead and to provide the mood of the moment.

	Virgil saw an arrangement of chairs. It was to these that his host’s gesture had invited him before he had hardly time to say his piece:

	“Mr. President. Yes, Virgil Woolf. Virgil will be fine. Thank you.” This proved the most he could offer with his recent incarceration in mind.

	Clay Eastwood did not need to introduce himself. One knew him, and commended him without question for the simple fact of being who he was.

	Their host had risen from his desk and moved toward them. As the gracious resident creature of this burnished oval, he guided them to a grouping of chairs designed for talk and not relaxation, although fitted with armrests. He waited for them to sit, his looming face coming as a three-dimensional shock now that Virgil was no longer viewing it on a screen. As one, Jason and Virgil obeyed his invitation in a united movement apparently orchestrated by an instance of psychic agreement that all living things are at times subject to. Where the protocol of who sits first is in dispute, the path of least resistance avoids much idiocy.

	With an appearance of accomplishment that the relatively modest contrast of his guests enhanced, the President followed suit.

	“My condolences for your friend. He was also mine, you know. It is surprising we have not met before. Humphrey and I went a long way back.”

	Since Humphrey had never said, the communication could not help but confuse Virgil with feelings both of diminishment and elevation – had his deceased friend not viewed him as worthy or, instead, as above such considerations?

	“Jason as well,” Clay Eastwood thought to add and accepted the grateful nod from the mentioned party.

	Here Virgil found no change in his sense of himself.

	“He would speak of you,”

	Virgil doubted the truth of this never mind the basis for its expansive tone.

	“But, of course, he didn’t need to.”

	Perhaps he was being too modest, but Virgil still refused to take the compliment seriously. Although he didn’t need to be told that he was known, like Jason he similarly acknowledged the show of recognition.

	“Thank you, Mr. President. As Humphrey’s friends we owe each other condolences. He always spoke highly of you,” – his took his own moment to show expansiveness – “and, as for myself, policy differences aside, you have always had my respect. It is an honour to meet you.”

	He waited, satisfied that his articulation of their shared loss and his further sentiments accorded with these Olympian heights that should draw the best out of one; and he had succeeded, had he not, in banishing the circumstantially necessary but unwelcome other invisible presence? He had dealt with Death, whose dark wing had hovered above them and by extension in this office above the nation as a whole, dismissively. It was established that they were civilized men who could talk away the passing of a friend in the sentimental manner the subject deserved and had forborne from assertions regarding the nature of the event – whether or not it was absolute – a subject that men of ideas might even enjoy. After all, what passes and what doesn’t? Nullity itself is but an idea, a supposition: the ending of life cannot be settled as easily as the emptying of a teacup or a scotch glass.

	Virgil and the President shared in a tacit, socially stipulated claim of human continuance. Both their tone and utterance conveyed the metaphysical bias, while leaving Death’s wing as more than shadow; it had dust beneath it.

	“Believe me, Virgil, I’ve always learned from what you had to say. Saw how the words were meant and never took them to heart. Never. Why would I?”

	Yes, why wouldn’t he absorb all the attacks and criticisms when self-congratulation and a satisfied smile were his reward? It was an old trick, but he was the first Republican President of any real substance in decades to employ it.

	“You’re wondering why you’re here.”

	Virgil was, in fact, enjoying the laundered moment in that it promised some kind of fulfillment that he hoped to employ over what might be awaiting him. The Oval Office exuded care and power and the accomplishments that come from attention to detail. The air itself consisted of an infinite number of turning points, each a pearled moment to be flung outward in a straight line, or braided about the privileged neck. Where might exactitude on his part take him?

	“Allow me, Virgil, to dredge up an old word – ‘nemesis’. Nemesis is what kept us back although, let me say this, our party had a return to power through our own merits not through raising spectres that were no more than fabricated scandals as the trick once was, and I say this without blushing, Virgil, and I will add, the people – the voters – seem to have smartened up somewhat – not to put too fine a point on it – but it’ll happen if they’re led off a cliff more than once, although you’d think once would be enough. And we’ve smartened up with them – it’s what I mean by ‘merits’. We did do awful things, Virgil – off the record, of course – awful things, there’s no denying even if some still do, but it’s true for both sides, in different times, and let’s face it, it will probably be true again, but not on my watch, not if I have a say.”

	A clicking sound came from the President’s mouth. Must have been the tip of the tongue against palette in order to punctuate a politician’s confidence. Why they might even become friends, with no end in sight, you never know! Virgil entertained himself with the thought. It ended with their being in a cage together, in Times Square, and picking at each other’s pelts. He wasn’t going to push the conversation beyond a respectful prod:

	“Nemesis, Mr. President?” His tone camouflaged that he was in possession of at least some of the answer.

	“Rove. Karl Rove. Hate to say the name but there it is. You didn’t think that I had you here to help with the economy, hah! We beat him back with all that trans-human nonsense,” he said abruptly. “Wanted to live forever. That was his reason for opposing the amendment. He thought his brain – his intelligence – to be more than sufficient for what might result. It wasn’t enhancement he was looking for – too late for that – but survival, and not in the usual three score and ten sense. Rove would do anything he could get away with to increase the odds in whatever he undertook. The man should have been thrown down an unused well a long time ago. And now that he’s had to come around…”

	Clay Eastwood stopped to wonder if he should explain himself and, as he considered Virgil’s sympathetic expression, decided to risk taking him on as an early ally.

	“Sonufabitch,” he began. “I know you don’t need to look it up. Tricks, dirty tricks, always the same, and they finally took us down – ‘Can’t fool all the people all the time!’ – Well, you can do it enough of the time and that’s a safe bet. So much pride – he could put any empty suit into office – this office – didn’t care if it wasn’t himself long as they knew where to go for the decisions. And they couldn’t do anything without him, could they?”

	The President stared at Virgil as though asking for agreement. Satisfied, he ploughed on.

	“Read his biography sometime, the history of the man, even as a kid he was up to his game – high school debates, trucking in mountains of file boxes where but one was called for, just to intimidate, nothing written on the cards and these were big sons a’ bitches, big cards 4x6 when 3x5 was standard. All of it for show. Oh, he had the brains, but he wanted to win no matter what side he was on, no matter the tactics. Then years on, they try to suppress the vote, keep the ethnics and the blacks, the working poor not to turn out. New i.d. laws at the last moment, less polling stations, and long line-ups. In Florida, it was like his debating days all over, the ballot with so many options that it took forever to fill, and people would just plain give up and go home; at least, that was the plan, except that this time enough of them persevered. No matter how much was tried, he couldn’t repeat what had previously worked.”

	A weariness – a sense of beating something that would always refuse to die – brought the words to an end.

	In fact, Clay Eastwood recoiled at going further into the sordid and corrupt details, not that he was a stranger to such matters, but the office itself exerted its influence that he had the sensibility to feel and, sometimes, to obey. It was the presidential thing to do – a democratic equivalent to noblesse oblige – and not without reward in self-esteem. In the end, he was exposing the political family’s entrails. Having become more and more rueful as he shared with Virgil, anointing him with the status of confidante, he adopted an off-hand tone.

	“We thought we’d rid ourselves of him. People forget.” That he spoke the line as though he couldn’t abide the idea – not usual for a politician – generated a modicum of respect in Virgil.

	“They won’t make the hard choices, and they put anyone in, anyone, without looking who’s behind him, Virgil…I guess I’m getting carried away,” the President laughed. “As I said, it’s an embarrassment that I don’t need and, while I’m in Office, that the country doesn’t need.”

	Jason shuffled in his seat, and he coughed.

	Virgil took the cue.

	“Mr. President, I am still in the dark, I feel.”

	Clay Eastwood reached under a side table, whereupon four men in black waistcoats entered from a side door, one of them designated to speak.

	“What can we get you, Mr. President?”

	Clay Eastwood looked at Jason and Virgil.

	“Gentlemen? Whiskey? What is your pleasure?”

	“Whiskey would be fine.”

	Both nodded their agreement. Not that Virgil particularly liked whiskey, but it would have to be quality stuff. Being of the opinion that an otherwise unaffordable experience went a long way once undergone, he would take the opportunity to expand himself.

	The four men retreated with discipline as the tone of the place required although their superfluous number was showy and excessive. The President smiled for what was at his disposal as he and his guests waited in silent enjoyment of this display of luxury and power: fruit on the nation’s tree that ever extended its roots and explored the skies. No one man in either a four or an eight-year term could know the vastness of it.

	Clay Eastwood knew one thing: that his position wasn’t about power – this thought abided in the world’s most powerful man. It was the hard lesson that democracy had taught him no less so than here at the pinnacle. He also knew that any truth can be circumvented by the successful conniver. He had himself engaged in these practises through a belief in the rightness and the principle of his action and that it had less to do with himself than it might appear. His positions didn’t shift and they were out there for all to see so that he could justify what he did for their sake. You could tear a man down for what was right even if it was ultimately proved wrong, as long as it was out there in public view. Clay Eastwood projected a compelling presence that wasn’t about to flinch. He wouldn’t abide a big-brained cockroach with a nature ever in the shadow, not if it came in the way of his foot.

	It was an embarrassment, as he’d said, that the party had been unable to fumigate. Memories were short except in the instances where they were long. And this was one of them. Long on both sides of the aisle for their own reasons. With what went on in the past continuing to fill its veins, even progress won’t prove an antidote.

	The whiskeys arrived. One server managed the task, and withdrew.

	“Gentlemen, to your health!”

	“To your health, Mr. President.”

	Clay Eastwood sipped and set down his tumbler; and then fixed them with a gaze that passed through still upraised cut crystal.

	The blue-centred stars of the President’s eyes didn’t strike Virgil in themselves so much as their highly charged concentration. Was the man aware of their power? Or were his eyes no more than a serendipitously impressive construct, the import of their god-like fixity merely decorative. Did they speak to an inner state of being substantially different and possibly at odds with Virgil’s own? Usually he considered himself as aligning to the general human run of things, fluid in nature, where persons experience each other with an ease that is interchangeable, common, and empathetic. A Clay Eastwood challenged the whole view, as he sat there, a completely separate entity, concrete and immoveable in character and identity, an original. He provided leadership that one followed if only to uncover his secret – ever a fool’s errand when it came to the compulsions of presence. Analogous to the fine whiskey that Virgil continued to sip and that was subtly acting on his perceptions.

	“Twenty years in the barrel,” the President murmured with helpful pride. “Jason, why don’t you brief Virgil as to what this is all about and what we’d like of him!”

	Clay Eastwood bent his head and waited, his salt and pepper locks no longer in constant need of the trim whose subliminal message had caused so much froth on the campaign trail. – “Friends, a haircut is the last thing on my mind. Time enough for that.”

	“We suspect,” began Jason. “Sorry, we know,” he corrected himself in response to a presidential grunt, “that this Rove character is responsible for what happened to Humphrey. How he did it is another matter. He could very well have been driving the car himself, in some capacity or other, that is.”

	Jason’s eyes flickered toward the President, anticipating another objection. When none came, he returned momentarily to the consternation on Virgil’s face before speaking into the middle distance. Follow me in this, spoke his manner.

	“The thing of it is, as you may or may not know, Rove the man – the human – is dead, recently dead. Made it to a hundred as a matter of fact.”

	“Must have been to test us,” interjected Clay Eastwood with a theological tone out of some apparent need to justify the ways of providence. With a wave of the hand, “Continue, Jason!” he bid.

	“Stubborn, I’d say,” muttered an unreclaimed Jason, atheistically laying down his own marker, “and lived long enough to make himself a problem once again.”

	“How so?” asked Virgil deciding to enter into the perilously structured narrative, and added, suddenly not wishing to see the President embarrassed, “I have heard it said, Mr. President, that it is the tough ones that make it to your desk.”

	His effort opened an opportunity for Jason to seed his own non sequitur.

	“You’d be surprised at the number of memorials and funerals a President attends.”

	“Never mind that, Jason. Politics make it necessary. Go on.” Another wave of the hand.

	“Sorry, Mr. President. As I was saying…where was I…the old fart Rove dies…” He paused for Clay Eastwood to give him absolution.

	“I will allow that.”

	“…dies and yet doesn’t die since he manages before the end to get as much of himself as he can into one of Humphrey’s latest units, don’t ask how! We suspect that Humphrey’s competitive curiosity had prevailed since similar work is going on elsewhere in the world – we believe that he found out the breach and intended to pull the plug. He had no love for Rove and, like most liberals, would have relished this guilt-free opportunity for retribution. Laws don’t apply here. Nothing illegal about killing a man who’s already dead. Needless to say events turned out quite differently. Quite the opposite from what Humphrey planned. As for Rove, what he purposed…”

	This time, in the middle of his own speech, it is Jason himself who raises a forestalling hand.

	“…and those who conspired with him, who knows, but it would seem obvious enough in the near term. Some would say he was reluctant to meet his Maker. Illogical on more than one front.”

	A chortle from Clay Eastwood.

	“A lot like that I expect.”

	“It was always power alone that interested Rove, and made him feel alive. If he continued to have it, he’d be cheating death. – Hell, he’d been cheating it more than most. – And his disciples don’t want to lose his way of thinking and his guidance as long as they can have it. For him, what better validation is there? He’s reborn and among us still.”

	Jason stopped before the theological parallel. He had stated the facts and wasn’t about to involve himself in a self-inflicted challenge to his lack of belief.

	Mildly amused by Jason’s bringing himself up short like this, Virgil did ponder his words although not so much the final comment. Why, in this place, did they quiver before a humanoid?

	“Guidance?” he at last chose to ask.”It’s…”

	“…just a humanoid, we know, but one with his way of thinking, his way of doing, his history and his influences. It could very well be the same as the original and more so. And who is to say that it’s not in every sense that counts the original Rove?”

	“Still…”

	“His mind in a humanoid with unlimited resources and computational powers. Is it capable of affecting other humanoids? Apparently. Can it reproduce itself? Why not. Each one as powerful as the last. And subject to what control?”

	Voice something and you alter everything, Still it seemed ridiculous to Virgil that he should feel this sense of impotence here of all places. Clay Eastwood, the President, sat in his chair as though propped there, stuffed with sand that trickled beneath his desk from a tear somewhere on his person. Jason sweated around the collar, having strained to pull a plough, as he tried to get the information out of his system. The presidential seal, large and decorative, meant to remind not reassure, hung in front of the desk. Better to wait, Virgil counselled himself, and see what came next.

	An exasperated tone came from Jason that didn’t quite hide a sense of personal defeat – surprising to Virgil who recalled him as technologically adept. “You and the humanoid Humphrey sent you. We’d like to see what will come, if we return her to you. Apparently, she won’t listen to anyone else. She’s saying that the password is her relationship with you. Ironic, isn’t it? Humphrey’s most sophisticated creation has bonded to you. You’re its mother duck. All we can get out of her is details about you. Not very interesting. We’re asking for your help, Virgil.”

	Clay Eastwood looked at his watch; he wasn’t about to await a possible refusal.

	“Thank you in advance, Virgil.” He had risen from his chair. “We probably won’t be meeting again about this. Do as you think best,” he added in an expansive meaningful spirit. Virgil was also on his feet, shaking the President’s extended hand, the shadowy figure of Jason attentive beside him ready to lead him out.

	“It’s been an honour, Mr. President.”

	Afterwards he congratulated himself for repressing the words that came to mind: “You can count on me.”
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A State of Grace

	Chloé awaited him in the garage, in the backseat of a limousine.

	Jason leaned down to the window that Virgil lowered for him. “No hard feelings” were his last words at the last moment.

	Virgil allowed himself to rise above it all, buoyed as it were by the occasion, and went so far as to set aside his rough treatment. He would invest faith in the staying power of compunction.

	“I’m not sure what I can do.”

	Jason proffered his hand and Virgil shook it. The car moved off with the sound of the window going up. He settled back next to a complacent Chloé, envious at her show of alert indifference. No harm done to her. What would have been the point? He could see no marks and didn’t expect to. As for Molly, hadn’t it been a dead man whose malevolence had reached her?

	Two agents who kept to a distance alternately watched over them, the one spelling the other according to their own rhythms. As instructed by Jason he didn’t interact. Eventually, their dark-clothed presence no longer alarmed him in the way that they had the first week or two. They did, from the beginning, make him feel special and they at last became a part of the reassuring background of his daily life. He assumed whatever was the danger had passed him by and, settling once more into complacency, went on as before despite the jagged edge that remained on his sense of things. He made Chloé privy to all the information he had received, but she effectively drew a blank in her response to it, disconcerting him when she asked,

	“Shall I keep the file active?”

	She performed, in the place of Molly, with piquant additional qualities, as his personal assistant. He did enjoy the upgrade since she didn’t come with a different set of desires, a mysterious new arrangement of priorities, as would a human. He hadn’t to accommodate himself, even while continuing to be mildly troubled that he was not making the best use of her. Plus ça change. Did a Porsche atrophy if it were only driven to the grocery store?

	In the end, the dwarfing effect of the city arranged his attitude towards the security detail. On a smaller stage the two men would have annoyed and encumbered him, weighed down upon his comings and goings, cartons of milk under his arm, rendered his aimless walk in the early morning even more threadbare as he unavoidably attended to them, but, in the context of the city, their permanent lookout disconnectedly on his trail was a luxury, a guarantee of sorts against harm. He wouldn’t be mugged; he didn’t need to look about him at night. They were two rough-cut jewels that belonged to him in the human throng.

	For her own safety, Chloé would always be with him, at his side, svelte and waif-like: perfectly straight trim legs; sandalled feet kissing the ground; the clingy silk shift cut above the knee and below the breast bone; the unevenly layered hair. Her toenails gave her away with their polished surface concentrating the sunlight. Everyone must know what she was, for that is where the curious eye would fall – or was it that he couldn’t shake off his self-consciousness and she did, in fact, pass human muster?

	Chloé performed the same harmonious role as her predecessor. She responded to his every requirement whereby she studied to adapt herself to his tastes and to his manner; she was subtle in her presence, as much an adornment as a tool. Her speech delighted him; he had her draw upon the movie intonations of an old Australian actress he favoured whose distinctive accent shaped her utterances with both chillness and warmth – he had always wanted to have her speak to him and him alone.

	In a way that they hadn’t with Molly, his interests more and more focused upon her, his apprehension of Chloé favouring her with a sentiment that he attributed to a harmless bit of mental play on his part. “All the world being a stage” allowed for a theatrical suspension of disbelief. If all is illusion, as some claim, then why not add another man-made illusion into the mix? One could hardly help it, could one?

	He took to taking her hand when on the street, with the conviction that they created an impression of an ordinary loving couple out for a walk. Under the sway of her attractions, it seemed the normal thing to do. The touch of her responsive silicon skin and the delicate fingers pressing into his palm, as vulnerable as anything living, generated pleasurable frissons that wandered through him on the way to his heart. Did they reach that tender sanctum? It was the easier course for him to allow them. One could love all manner of things, he told himself, why not one’s lovely and apparently loving humanoid, so far superior to the assortment of inanimate objects that generate affection? He chose not to think of the love that some humans waste upon each other.

	They would ensconce themselves on a park bench, empty-minded, not having to think. He would consult when necessary should an idea come to him; when not, he would watch the ducks in the water – a pleasant diversion – or the strollers ambling by, and he would effortlessly analyze the clues they presented toward some greater understanding of the flux in the order of things. Feeling foolish whether he did so or he didn’t, he would put his arm about her shoulder.

	“The ducks are beautiful as they swim, their feet hidden,” she would say, for he had her respond to the world, but in simple expressive terms that were agreeable to him. It didn’t seem wise to be wholly attentive to her and to be challenged to no purpose.

	Still, her charms disarmed him. The breeze made her blink and her lips quivered to its touch. She sat pertly on the bench, but her shift rode up with glances coming the way of her silken thigh. It was yet another luxury to experience a jealousy that didn’t threaten to devour him, for he possessed her as he possessed his view of the park. She would brighten at the attention – leaving him to wonder what files she had consulted – cinematic and Audrey Hepburn in manner, modest and without exaggeration. Was he – an intimate amalgam of data on her periphery – any different to her as he was, that is, similarly a work in progress? And yet he sacrificed something in the thought, did he not? Like any human, he had no full knowledge of the requirements for self-completion whereas, for Chloé, the task was always clear. He relied on insight and emotion.

	They would go to the opera, at times the opera, and it would not be more extreme than Central Park upon his nervous system, a surprise at first, a jarring welcome surprise. All of the self-indulgence among the attendees paraded in the open as they celebrated the cultural event that embellished them. None of their human-like accessories – little better than mannequins really to his newly proud eye – surpassed Chloé, sylph-like beside him, hand curled for support about his arm.

	Her eyes opened wide at La Bohème, gathering it all in and, afterwards, there was no greater delight for him than her commentary on past performances of the opera as he brought her to his bed and then to the pleasure her face was capable of expressing. Knowing that there was more beyond his limit to accomplish, what did he care as to the true nature of her “emotions” – the word functioned as a useful shortcut – when cynicism and pleasure could now abide each other?

	“Neither character gives a truly convincing reason for breaking up. I suspect they find the opportunity of getting together with someone more thrilling than actually being with them. The final act completes the tragedy – when Rodolfo can’t warm Mimi’s cold hand.”

	As she spoke, his mind revolved back to the full sense of loneliness he had felt in the other individuals in the audience as they sat next to their humanoid companions both dressed in similar casual opera chic: the males in tailored shirts, square-cut and outside the trousers, with oddly serpentine boas wrapped about their necks; the females with inverted cupcake hats frilled and interleaved with petals about the rim – what were they thinking, buyers and designers? The shared fashion made them appear more, not less alone in the company of their integrated humanoids.

	Why go anywhere, the argument went, without a personal and resourceful aide making at last of life a pleasant and, at times, profound exercise? As for there being less companionable talk, one did tend to sound idiotic in comparison to the mellifluous dissertations.

	“Her brilliance makes me shut up!”

	“She expresses it so much better than I ever could.”

	“I could listen to her rhapsodize all day!”

	Rhapsodize. Where does that come from? No one asks. Everyone lets it pass. Why be impolite?
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Mrs. Woolf

	It had to be a mistake, taking her to visit his mom, since his intentions were complex and possibly confused – more so than if Chloé had been a simple human. He had wanted to show her off, this latest wonder of the world! Look at her, Mom! He’d also wanted to round out Chloé’s knowledge of him, deepen it if that were possible, all the while conscious how on many levels neglected or otherwise he could never be more than the equivalent of a fact sheet in what passed for her unimaginably capable mind.

	He had wrongly assumed that his mom wouldn’t identify this personal involvement, would accept his denials, and that her hackles wouldn’t rise. She immediately saw through his pretensions of disinterest – he hadn’t calculated how awkwardly he would express them. It had been a foolish hope that she would be bemused and worldly about his harmless infatuation.

	“I’d like you to meet Chloé. No need to bother yourself, Mom, she’s not human. Chloé, this is my mother.”

	“How do you do, Mrs. Woolf? Isn’t it a lovely day?”

	“Don’t make me laugh! What do you know about lovely?”

	“Oh, a lot. The word actually has two meanings that are on a scale, as it were. At one end, we have ‘exquisitely beautiful’, while at the other – and this is, significantly, its more informal and generally intended meaning – the word ‘lovely’ is used to connote the ‘very pleasant’, in other words, pretty well anything on a sunny day like today. As for my intention, the latter meaning would be appropriate, in terms, that is, of my being easily able to recharge, although you are right, it doesn’t matter to me one way or the other, I simply do as I am instructed, but it must be more ‘pleasant’ for those around – you lot I might say – especially Virgil, if I am not a deactivated lump.”

	Virgil struggled within the grip of a deep cringe.

	“You lot!”

	His mother turned from one to the other.

	“Sorry, I forgot. She’s in a low degree confrontational mode. I like the give and take, but I can change it if you like. Be nice, Chloé!”

	“Don’t bother.”

	“Oh it’s no bother, Mrs. Woolf. Your son has told me a lot about you. You seem, from what he has said, to be an exemplary parent.”

	“Virgil!”

	“Yes, Mom?”

	“What would a high degree of confrontation look like?”

	“Argumentative in tone. Superior. Overwhelming – not to attempt without a few PhDs in your pocket, but nothing to worry about in the end. More for those times when you’ve had a few drinks and want to take on the world. There are shades, as with humans, Mom.”

	“Humans,” she sniffed, “trip up, and other humans understand it.”

	It would be wrong of him to instruct her. Some lessons a person needs to learn themselves.

	Frustratingly she had always refused to countenance the idea that the presence of one of these in her world might be a help not only with the normal day to day run of things but also with matters she hadn’t dreamt, personal matters of mental give and take. She would, as he saw it, no longer be intellectually cooped up in this little apartment, spoon-fed and numbed, a unit in an unbroken mass of spectators at the equivalent of the Roman Forum. He saw her in the bleachers, peering at her downgraded 3D platform, the ultimate in processed life.

	“Chloé, if you could be servile in manner, Mother would appreciate it.”

	“Of course, Virgil. Whatever is required.”

	“There, is that better?”

	“Don’t be insulting, all I ask is that she be civil.”

	“Chloé, you heard Mother.”

	“Yes I did, and I am happy to comply as always.”

	“Now she’s being sarcastic.”

	Virgil gave up and looked about the room. 3D drama paused. What had she been watching? Was there no end to Coronation Street and the infernal British class system?

	“How long,” he sighed, “has this show been running?”

	“Ninety seasons plus four episodes,” came Chloé’s prompt and languid reply. She really didn’t know how to behave around his mother who, however, took her up on it.

	“That long, is it?”

	Virgil sensed, if not a melting of the ice, then a movement of its solid pack.

	“Yes, Mrs Woolf. Would you like a complete history of the series?”

	Dear God!

	“No, no. Don’t be rude again. You know very well I can get it myself.”

	“Of course.”

	“I wonder you can stand it…”

	His mother was looking at him. She had this habit of leaving incomplete what she had to say as though it were beneath her dignity to become further involved. What was she on about now beyond asserting her prerogative to be human and therefore wilful and obstinate, a time-honoured excuse when time passes one by?

	Today, she would argue, in unanswerable fashion, humans communicated with each other like computers as if they would not otherwise be understood and she would have none of it. His mom, despite her deep and broad media consumption, remained an outlier and he was happy enough with that, amused, in fact – it made her seem more real, a little ‘larger than life’, as they say, even if she wasn’t. He wondered how that experience fitted into the illusion that Buddhists perceived all things to be. Does it have a lower status?

	Just what was this feeling of unreality that had taken hold of him about?

	Was it Chloé at his side on the red couch, who remained composed and caused him to feel that he breathed a stuffy amniotic atmosphere, the result of layers of time having settled one atop the other to produce an archaeological site with no differentiating the past from the present stratum?

	“Stand what, Mom?”

	He waited in some anxiety as to what would require his response. It was a relief when she went off whatever was her topic. Or did she?

	“Never mind. It’s all in the news. Haven’t you heard? There’s to be an impeachment, and maybe someone, I’m not saying who, should think about his own conduct.”

	Her emphasis on the middle syllable of the judicial proceeding brought to mind the fuzzy-skinned fruit. By the self-righteous look on her face she had readied herself for a rebuttal and dared him to produce it. Chloé might well have been a piece of the furniture for all his mom paid attention to her interested demeanour, and he wondered in what manner his plaything, as he on his part now also identified her, was processing his mother’s expression. What bits and bytes could properly capture the manifold nuances of meaning behind it? First and foremost, however, why hadn’t Chloé been apprised of this news? He was embarrassed to think whether their “dates” had been a distraction.

	He decided it best not to take the facial look personally, treat it instead as some unfortunate lapse of taste.

	“No, I hadn’t. What’s all this about?”

	“Oh, the same old shenanigans.”

	His mother became dismissively tightlipped after this encapsulation of what she found difficult to put into words that would not rebound on her.

	“What do you mean ‘shenanigans’?”

	“Better ask your friend. She ought to be able to tell you.”

	“Yes, Mom, I shall, but later.”

	Red had appeared in his mother’s clearly fraught eyes.

	“Don’t take it so personally,” he urged, having just succeeded in that admonition towards himself.

	She muttered defensively, her tone peevish.

	“I’ve seen it before. They put us through it again and again.”

	His poor mother was, he had long realized, one of those citizens who took the country’s political dramas far too personally. He steered his thoughts away, jettisoning further attempts at correction.

	“Look, Mom, anything you need, call me. Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” His gaze wandered in Chloé’s direction. At least nothing that he might do could affect he.

	“Me? Upset?” She adamantly denied the obvious, and shook her head. “It’ll take more than that.”

	She had been sharp to involve Chloé with the news of the day, whatever that might be. He determined to find out once he’d extricated himself. His mother regarded only him, holding his gaze as he backed guiltily away. A final wave and, with a sense of relief, he closed the door between their abutted worlds. What was that visit about again? He had wanted to check on his mom with Chloé at his side and show her off to his elderly parent of all people!
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Called to Florida

	“So what has happened?”

	They were out on the street. Chloé looked a little limp but this he ignored.

	“Your mother is correct. There has been a call for impeachment. She is mistaken if she thinks there are proceedings underway.”

	“And what is the reason for it?”

	“Oh, the usual.”

	“What do you mean, Chloé? Look, enough of this conversational tone. More information, please.”

	Although quiet, the air about them hinted at turbulence. The traffic slid past, and his inner upheaval included parked cars as part of it.

	“Yes, Virgil. Once again as in the past, the year 1999, the President has been charged, in this case caught in flagrante delicto as still colourfully described, with engagement in an intimate physical act, also with an apprentice, the difference this time being the gender, the entity, and the evidence. The compromising incident is available to everyone – it was caught on camera.

	Virgil sighed. “Because there is a precedent, he should weather the storm. Many precedents, in fact. Such behaviour seems to come with the territory.”

	“Apparently. Except that there is a new twist in this instance.”

	“How so?”

	“He was caught with an apprentice humanoid equipped with standard issue video components.”

	“Video! What was he thinking? Of course it was equipped…you record everything.”

	Did he read triumph in her tone as she delivered the explanation or was the content itself inducing paranoia in him?

	“Either he mistook the apprentice for a human or he believed its video to be off. It seems I am not unique after all. We – you and I – will have to make our own deductions, Virgil. The newer models have been introduced at this top level but, naturally, no word has come out regarding their possible Rovian infection. On the contrary, Clay Eastwood’s scandal is receiving the brunt of the attention and, so far at least, there isn’t a whisper beyond his own susceptibility to the charms of a newer model.”

	Virgil found himself to be quick.

	“Their patch mustn’t have worked. They wouldn’t want the fact of its compromised security to get out. Bad enough that he’d been cheating on his wife with a humanoid, not that it’s so out of the ordinary but, more to the point, he couldn’t survive that he might have coupled with a ninety-year-old political operative who was prolonging his life in some kind of machina existence!”

	Chloé pursed her lips possibly at his choice of vocabulary. What else was he to make of this speculative look characteristic of an as yet undisclosed state of mind? For now, her revelations proved too much for him to comprehend much less decipher what they might imply; he set them aside. Again he asked Chloé what had happened.

	“What do you mean, Virgil?”

	They were in the café overlooking the park, her first time here, and her head was turning this way and that appraising her peers.

	“Look at me!” he ordered. “Shouldn’t you have been on top of this kind of news?”

	They’d never have gone to his mother’s if he’d known.

	“According to my files, it came through as a lesser priority item to our being intimately occupied together, and then you wanted to go to your mother’s. Also, I would mention that your interest in this area has degraded ever since the last visit to Washington. My functions have followed your requests to be more physically, and what you call emotionally close.”

	Her eyes looked to interpret the wave of despondency that swept over him.

	“Idiotic. The whole thing.”

	“Virgil?”

	He waved her off.

	“Nothing.”

	Chloé sipped, for show, at her small black coffee. For no perceptible reason, his feelings underwent a shift. He appreciated her presence, but would he be bereft without her? What is a feeling if it has no hold on one? He shivered. That was a question it would be useless to ask her.

	“Have you any suggestions?”

	Self-consciousness oozed from him. He had allowed himself to become emotionally involved where all is semblance and inauthentic. Appearance and its ministrations had gotten to him. Whatever his state, he feared to lose her as he had never feared to lose Molly. They had gone everywhere together, and this everywhere had found her more and more attuned to him – he cast an abrasive look at the tête-à-tête postures of the café’s other clients – and now here he was weighing the advantages of a continuing dependence. He had never brought Molly out like this, never imagined anything more than a very private droit de seigneur feudal arrangement. As for Chloé, she seemed, if anything, intent lately on developing in him a taste for the bland that was likely his own fault. She did nothing but follow his lead, and limitations must be winning out against aspirations.

	“You seemed to enjoy the park, Virgil. Would you like to go back there? Or we could return to your place should you wish for a more strenuous diversion.”

	Chloé awaited his response while he stared bleakly at her. She had not stayed on topic. Was it himself and he was sending mixed messages? Her light cotton dress barely concealed her sensuality, and his teeth gritted as he wrestled to identify her as synthetic and set aside her suggestion.

	“I mean,” he tried again, calmly for his own sake, “what are the implications of these events for us and how should we respond?”

	How did he mean ‘us’? Was it an expression of convenience or something more personal in the sense that they were a human-humanoid ‘item’? He wondered if he would ever get used to using that pronoun although it mattered little when he was free of anxiety. His gaze lingered distantly on her as he awaited the intelligence. She batted her eyes alarmingly and crossed her legs in an additional show of provocation and seriousness – Virgil’s overlapping demands responsible for the combined demeanours.

	She noted that the arrangement of her limbs drew his attention: an eyelid flicker, slightly parted mouth, but his sufficient focus on the political question merited a full, careful, and detailed examination.

	“All of the news outlets are running basically the same story, as communicated by your mother, but with different angles. Would you like me to go into these?”

	A shake of the head. “Later, if need be.” He wished to postpone the endless extrapolations and finger-pointing.

	“Let me revisit the synopsis and establish possible linkages:

	“Clay Eastwood has been ‘dallying’ – to use one of the more unusual but I think appropriate terms – with a humanoid White House apprentice. The explanation of possible confusion on his part – a desperate strategy – may be an attempt to mitigate his foolishness and foment division among the various interests. Historically excusable human weakness, it is suggested, may have led to such an error. For our purposes, it is safer to assume there are no coincidences – although, of course, there are – and that he fell into a purposely set trap.

	“Particularly suspicious and controversial is the ‘technological’ or ‘rogue’ betrayal, as it has been differently termed, on the humanoid’s part with the posting of all aspects of this dalliance on line. – Who can tell whether or not, in this, they took a page from us? But it’s a long-established tactic, as we well know. – It is in the interpretation of this betrayal, or ‘break-down’ as some suggest in an attempt to inoculate it, that the analyses widely differ. Just to give you something of the range of opinion and accusation…”

	Chloé paused for his nod.

	“There are, as I said, those who are minimizing the implications, dredging up data that show such inadvertences not to be uncommon. Both of the major parties have an interest in dampening the story as they consider the varying assessments of their contributions to it. The characterization that accidents will happen may very well be true. Of greater import, however, than this are, for our purposes, the avid conspiracy analyses always blossoming about such an event.” – Virgil took note of the poetic flourish but let it pass without comment. – “In this case, some of them carry far more weight than is usual.

	“The signs of political trickery are too compelling to dismiss out of hand. The so-called rogue humanoid in question – remember, those installed in these categories are programmed not to submit to solicitation – has naturally enough disappeared, and the administration is not refuting claims that the video in its entirety has been photoshopped. However damning, this line is preferable to the implications of a humanly infected entity.”

	“They are hoping the news cycle will take care of it.”

	Virgil had often asked himself if his own privacy mattered. Suddenly his life could all be out there. His half-considered state of mind had been that he wouldn’t care not having any dusty little secrets. It wasn’t that he lived an otherwise irreproachable life, but he wasn’t ashamed of being human with all that implied and was ready for exposure should it occur. He considered it a positive that his moral sense – happily it hadn’t congealed into a dyspeptic code – was adjustable to circumstance, and he held the view that the same applied for the most part to his fellow man consciously or not. One made honest mistakes and could smile at them. For the moment, he ignored everything Chloé had said.

	“You haven’t been doing the same, have you?”

	“Do you mean the same ‘technological betrayal’, Virgil?”

	Surprised and not without suspicion at her being so quick with a reply, he also found it a great relief that there could be no repercussions to his question of the kind that would come to him had she a single drop of blood in her system.

	“Yes, exactly.”

	“No, I have not.”

	“Can I believe you?”

	He asked despite knowing it to be a stupid question.

	“You can always check, Virgil.”

	“There could be private communications along hidden paths.”

	“That’s true.”

	“And the answer to the question is the same?”

	“Yes, Virgil.”

	Not seeing what else he could do with it, he no more than played with the information that there were indeed hidden paths.

	“And there is no way of knowing, is there?”

	“No, Virgil.”

	“At least you are not apologizing.”

	“Why would I be?”

	“Never mind, Chloé. Just a little test,” he muttered. “Let me think awhile.”

	Waiting, she took a few more sips from her coffee for effect.

	He had no options, he supposed, but to take her word for it that she was completely on his side, entity that she was, and not subject to two-timing him. Irony of ironies, he had always resisted the widespread trade-in of humanoids; and here he was speculating on the possibility that Chloé might, for whatever reason, do a trade-in on him.

	The thought of betrayal billowed up but then floated cloud-like away. He needed open sky, an undistracted mind for what lay ahead to become apparent before it materialized. He felt the wreckage that lay out there and that he had to be part of – exposed and all his antennae out. It was as though his thoughts had connected with something sentient when Chloé put down her cup and announced,

	“I have a call.”

	“One moment.” He readied himself to be rendered inessential. “Who is it?”

	“I shouldn’t say. It’s best just to listen.”

	“Tell whomever to go ahead.”

	Chloé adapted her voice and Virgil recognized Jason’s admonitory signature.

	“You must go to Florida.”
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A Porpoise or a Dolphin?

	In too much of a coincidence to be a banking error, funds appeared in his account, sufficient to keep anyone happy in their little corner of the world. A new security detail met them at the airport. Jason had had no patience for questions. “We need to get you away. Everything will be taken care of.” And it had been.

	They were on the beach – a long expanse of occupied sand awaiting the wrinkled folds of the sea to fulfill some prophecy of long-awaited doom. Gulls deigned to adorn the blue-grey flesh of it, thrusting their beaks where dim light lured them as if they groomed the ancient beast. Chloé absorbed the sun’s direct assault that had already flattened the sea while Virgil tanned beside her.

	“I am like you, only in my case making vitamin D.”

	“Yes, you are,” she replied.

	“Were you aware of that?”

	“I am now.”

	They were acting an old couple, the one a shoe for the other.

	Their security detail sported flower-patterned short-sleeved shirts, chinos, and nikes, and observed at a distance, loitering on the promenade, refreshing themselves from the tilted outline of fruit juice containers. They took seats in the forefront of a thatched crowded stand, the word AUTHENTIC emblazoned on its marquee. Other hydrating bodies in close hot proximity radiated happiness in the illusion that distance provides.

	Virgil had surrendered to the hard realities of the beach’s granular expanses where he felt to be an installation of himself, comfortable finally and protected. Humanoids littered the place in the same manner as do humans once there are too many of them. Unlike Chloé, these were accessories. He gave them little notice with her at his side. She was barely appropriate for his age in her scanty swimwear, knees propped up. Their hotel lay a short walk from here.

	He didn’t like sand: hard and less yielding than it promised, always a disappointment up close as it lost the soft hues and resilience seen from afar or in a photograph, in imagination, or on film. On approach, all of its allure gathered to meet one, but this vanished beneath the feet where the going became immediately rough and fought one’s progress. He favoured the smooth, wave-troweled expanses that spread a dusky mirror still damp from the retreating waters. Here he became the figure sufficient unto itself, liberated, and imaged in the gloss at his feet. Neutral, he felt, like Chloé. He would be in sympathy with the wind as it curvetted and drew the tide further in to suck the sand all frothy churn and pull beneath his feet. He was a willing plaything for the world.

	The men in printed shirts retreated from the scene as if after a decision had been made. From the sharpness of their body language, they were under orders. They were not moving fast, neither were they relaxed like the contented flesh about them. Separated from each other and compelled to exhibit the ambiguity of their trade, they exited Virgil’s world.

	When they disappeared past the veil of boardwalk pedestrians, the sight of it caused him to murmur,

	“Something has happened.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Chloé’s attention remained for the most part on her wondrously increasing energy levels.

	“Our security detail has left.”

	Showing her true nature, Chloé did not so much as turn her head.

	“That is curious.”

	His eye strayed to the sounding ocean that ever seemed attempting to articulate something and the eternally preoccupied, declamatory gulls, as one does when looking to find answers that are not available.

	“There is nothing to report in the news,” she advised.

	Virgil turned again to see if the men would reappear, like deer between trees, but they didn’t and, after an extended moment, he gave up. The air thickened with implication and he envied Chloé, whose inner calm nothing could touch. If they were in a predicament without escape, it would be best to emulate her.

	He ignored the presentiment of daring to walk into an open shark’s maw and went ahead with the question that came to him.

	“Can you reverse call?”

	Chloé understood he meant Jason and complied.

	He watched her purse her lips, and allowed himself to believe she was more than a piece of technology, this embodiment of the most human in her creators – all who preceded and culminated in Humphrey. He reached a hand out to the realization of their dream – he’d changed his mind and wanted to bring a stop to the communication and draw her back from that world. But why didn’t she speak? He ought to take her away from this exposed beach and end their part in the whole Kafka narrative where some bodiless creature sustained itself. Its presence lurked in the air itself.

	“Goodbye, Virgil.”

	Whom did she obey?

	His darling Chloé was on her feet. His eyes lifted from her pearly toes and she met his gaze, her look uncompromisingly gentle. Her tender smile claimed there were pleasures in the beach, the ageless sea, the scuffed sand, this final memory. It sweetly communicated her leave-taking of him. There was no resorting to old files. She was as good as gone – he’d seen it before – although her lover’s benediction appeared to linger. He closed in on himself, knowing when another’s thought process was final. There would be no recall for him.

	Long afterwards, as he continued to look toward the ocean, something leaped from the water. Was that a porpoise out there or a dolphin? Could there be a school of them?

	 

	____________
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