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CHAPTER ONE

Mother, | amin love with a robot.
No. Sheisn't going to like that.
Mother, | amin love.

Areyou, darling?

Oh, yes, mother, yes | am. His hair isauburn, and his eyes are very large. Like
amber. And hisskinissilver.

Slence.

Mother. I'min love.

With whom, dear?

Hisnameis Slver.

How metallic.

Yes. It stands for Silver lonized Locomotive Verisimulated Electronic Robot.
Slence. Slence. Silence.

Mother . ..

| grew up with my mother in Chez Stratos, my mother's house in the clouds. It'sa
beautiful house, but | never knew it was beautiful until people told me so. "How
beautiful!" They cried. So | learned it was. To me, it was just home. It's terrible
being rich. One has awful false values, which one can generaly only replace with
other, falser, values. For example, the name of the house, which is, apparently, very
vulgar, isadeliberate show of indifference to vulgarity on my mother's part. This
tells you something about my mother. So perhaps | should tell you some more.

My mother isfive feet seven inchestall. She has very blond hair, and very green
eyes. Sheis sixty-three, but looks about thirty-seven, because she takes regular
courses of Rguvinex. She decided to have a child rather late, but the Rejuvinex



made that perfectly all right. She selected me, and had hersdlf artificially inseminated
with me, and bore me five months later by means of the Precipta method, which only
takes three or four hours. | was breast-fed, because it would be good for me, and
after that, my mother took me everywhere with her, sometimes all round the world,
through swamps and ruins and over broad surging seas, but | don't remember very
much of this, because when | was about six she got tired of it, and we went to Chez
Stratos, and more or less stayed here ever since. The city is only twenty miles away,
and on clear days you can see it quite easily from the balcony-balloons of the house.
I've dways liked the city, particularly the look of it at night with al the distant lights
glittering like strings and heaps of jewels. My mother, hearing this description once,
said it was an uninspired analogy. But that's just what the city at night looks like to
me, so | don't know what else to say. It's going to be very difficult, actually, putting
al thisdown, if my analogies turn out badly every time. Maybe | just won't use
analogies.

Which brings me to me.

| am sixteen years old and five feet four inches tall, but mother says| may grow a
little more. When | was seven, my mother had a Phy-Excellence chart done for me,
to see what was the ideal weight and muscle tone aesthetically for my frame, and |
take six-monthly capsules so | stay at this weight and tone, which means I'm alittle
plump, as apparently my frameis Venus Media, which is essentially voluptuous. My
mother also had a col oressence chart made up to see what hair color would be best
for my skin and eyes. So | have a sort of pale bronze color done by molecular
restructuring once amonth. | can't remember what my hair was originally, but | think
it was akind of brown. My eyes are green, but not as green as my mother's.

My mother's name, by the way, is Demeta. Mine's Jane. But normally | call her
"Mother" and she calls me "Dear" or "Darling." My mother says the art of verbal
affection is dying out. She has alot of opinions, which isrestful, as that way | don't
have to have many of my own.

However, this makes everything much more difficult, now.

I've written bits of things down before. Or embarrassing poetry. But how to do
this. Perhapsit'sidiotic to try. No, | haveto, | think. | suppose | should begin at the
beginning. Or just before the beginning. | have awaysfaleninlove very easly, but
usually with charactersin visuals, or books, or with actors in drama. | have six
friends, of roughly my own age—six is a balanced number, according to the
statistics—and three of these have fathers as well as mothers. Clovis, who has a
father, said | fell in love easily—but only with unreal men—because | didn't have a
father. | pointed out that the actors| fell in love with were real. "That's a matter for
debate," said Clovis. "But let me explain. What you fall for isthe invention they're
playing. If you met them, you'd detest them." One morning, to prove his theory,
Clovisintroduced me to an actor 1'd seen in adrama and fallen in love with the
previous night, but | was so shy | couldn't look at the actor. And then | found out he
and Clovis were lovers, and | was brokenhearted, and stopped being shy and
scowled, and Clovis said: "l told you so." Which was hardly fair. Secretly, | used to



wish | were Clovis and not me. Clovisistall and slim, with dark curly hair, and being
M-B, doesn't have to take contraception shots, so tells everyone else who does
they're dangerous.

| don't really like my other five friends. Davideed is at the equator right now,
studying silting—which may indicate the sort of thing about him that | have no
rapport with. Egyptiais very demanding, and takes over everything, though she's
lovely to look at. She's highly emotional, and sometimes she embarrasses me. Chloe
IS nice, but not very exciting. Jason and Medea, who are brother and sister, and have
afather too, are untrustworthy. Once they were in the house and they stole
something, alittle blue rock that came from the Asteroid. They pretended they
hadn't, but | knew they had. When my mother asked where the blue rock was, | felt |
had to tell her what | thought, but she said | should have pretended | had broken the
rock so as not to implicate Jason and Medea, who were my friends. Loyalty. | seeit
was rather unsubtle of me to betray them, but | didn't know any better. Being
unsubtle is one of my worst faults. | have alot.

Anyway, I'll start when Egyptia called me on the video, and she cried and cried.
Egyptiais unhappy because she knows she has greatness in her, and so far she can't
find out what to do with it. She'sjust over eighteen, and she gets terribly afraid that
life is moving too fast for her. Though most people live to be a hundred and fifty, or
more, Egyptiais frightened a comet will crash on the earth at any moment and
destroy usal, and her, before she can do something really wonderful. Egyptia has
horrible dreams about this alot. One can't comfort her, one merely hasto sit and
watch and listen.

Egyptia never had a coloressence chart or a Phy-Excellence chart done. Recently,
her dark hair was tinted dark blue, and she's very thin because she's been
dieting—another of her fearsis that the world would run out of food because of
earthquake activity, so she practices starvation for days on end. At last she stopped
crying and told me she was crying because she had a dramatic interview that
afternoon. Then she began to cry again. She knew, when she sent the voice and
phy-tape to the drama people that she had to do it, as her greatness might occur in
the form of acting. But now she knew she'd judged wrong and it wouldn't. The place
where the interview was being held was the Theatra Concordacis, which had been
advertising for trainees for weeks. It was avery little drama, with avery little paying
membership. The actors had to pay to be in it, too, but Egyptia's mother, who was
at the bottom of an ocean exploring a pre-Columbian trench, had left alot of money
to look after Egyptiainstead.

"Oh, Jane," said Egyptia, blue-tinted tears running through her blue mascara. "Oh
Jane! My heart's beating in huge thuds. | think I'm dying. | shall die before | can do
theinterview."

My eyes were already wet. Now my heart started instantly to bang in huge painful
thuds, too. | am very hyperchondriacal, and tend to catch the symptoms of whatever
disease is being described to me. My mother saysthisisasign of imagination.

"Oh, Egyptia," | said.



"Oh, Jane," said Egyptia.

We each clung to our end of the video, gasping.
"What shall | do?' gasped Egyptia.

"I don't know."

"I must do the interview."

"I think so, too."

"I'm so afraid. There may be an earth tremor. Do you remember the tremors when
we trapped the Asteroid?’

n NO_II

Neither of us had been born then, but Egyptia had dreamed about it frequently,
and got confused. | wondered if | felt Chez Stratos rocking in an incipient quake, but
It's supposed to be invulnerably stabilized, and anyway does sometimes rock, very
gently, when there's a strong wind.

"Jane," said Egyptia, "you have to come with me. Y ou have to be with me. You
have to see me do the interview."

"What are you dramatizing?"
"Death," said Egyptia. Sherolled her gorgeous eyes.

My mother likes me to spend time with Egyptia, who she thinksisinsane. This
will be stimulating for me, and will teach me responsibility toward others. Egyptiais,
of course, afraid of my mother.

The Baxter Empire was out with Mother, it'stoo extravagant anyway, and
besides, | can't drive or fly. So | walked over the Canyon and waited for the public
flyer.

The air lines glistened beautifully overhead in the sunshine, and the dust rose from
the Canyon like soft steam. As | waited for the flyer to come, | looked up at Chez
Stratos, or up where | knew it was, avague blue ghost. All you can really see from
the ground are the steel supports.

Just before aflyer comesthe air lineswhistle. Not everyone knows this, sincein
the city it's mostly too noisy to hear. | pressed the signal in the platform. The flyer
came up and stopped like a big glass pumpkin.

Inside it was empty, but some of the seats had been slashed, presumably that
morning, otherwise the overnight repair systems would have seen toit.

We sailed over the Canyon's lip, into space as it were, and toward the city | could
no longer see now that | was lower down than the house. | had to wait for the city
now to put up its big grey-blue cones and stacked flashing window-glass and pillars
on the skyline.

But something else had absorbed me. There was something odd about the robot
machine which was driving the flyer. Normally, of course, it was just the box with
driving digits and adot for coins. Today, the flyer box had a head on. It was the



head of a man about forty years of age, who hadn't taken Rgjuvinex (or a man of
about seventy, who had), so there were some character lines. The eyes and the hair
were colorless, and the face of the head was a sort of coppery color. When | put my
coin in the dot, the head disoriented me by saying to me: "Welcome aboard."

| sat down on a seat which hadn't been slashed, and looked at the head. | had, of
course, seen lots of robots, aswe all do, since almost everything mechanical isrun
by robots in the city. And even Mother has three robots who are domestic in Chez
Stratos, but they're of shiny blue metal with polarized screens instead of faces. They
look like spacemen to me, or like the suits men wear on the moon, or the Asteroid,
and | always called our robots, therefore, the "spacemen.” In the city, they're even
more featurel ess, as you know, boxes on runners or panels set into walls.

Eventually | said to the flyer driver: "Why have you got a head today?'

| didn't think it could answer, but it might. It did.

"I am an experimental format. | am put here to make you feel at home with me."
"l see”

"Do you think I am an improvement?"

“I'm not sure,” | said nervously.

"I am manufactured by Electronic Metals Ltd., 2 1/2 East Arbor."

"Oh."

"If you wish to receive a catalog of our products, press the button by my left

"I'll ask my mother."
Demetawould say: "Y ou should make the decision yourself, darling."

But | gazed at the back of the colorless hair, which looked real but peculiar, and |
thought it was silly. And at the same time it was human enough so that | didn't want
to berudeto it.

Just then the outline of the city camein sight.

"Y ou may see," announced the head, "several and various experimental formatsin
the city today. It will also be possible to see nine Sophisticated Formats. These are
operating on 23rd Avenue, the forecourt of the Delux Hyperia Building, on the third
floor of Casa Bianca, on Star Street—" | lost track until it said "—the Grand
Stairway leading to Theatra Concordacis." Then | visualized Egyptia going into
hysterics. "Y ou may approach any of these formats and request information. The
Sophisticated Formats do not dispense catalogs. Should you wish to purchase any
format for your home, request the number of the model and the al phabetical
registration. Each of the Sophisticated Formats has a specialized registration to
enable the customer to memorize more clearly. These Formats do not have numbers.
Thereisaso..."

| lost interest altogether here, for the flyer was coming in across Les Anges



Bridge. Below was al that glorious girderwork like spiderweb, and underneath, the
Old River, polluted with chemicals and fantastically glowing purple with atop sheen
of soft amber. I'm fascinated always by the strange mutated plants that grow out of
the water, and the weird fish in armor that go leaping after the riverboats, clashing
their jaws. A great tourist feature, the Old River. Beyond it, the city, where the poor
people work at the jobs the machinery has left them to do, atrocious jobs like
cleaning the ancient sewers—too narrow and eroded for the robot equipment to
negotiate safely. Or elegant jobs in the department stores, particularly the more
opulent second owner shops, which boasted: "Here you will be served only by
human assistants." It's curious to be rich and miss al this. My mother considered
sending meto live for ayear in the city without money, but with ajob, so I'd learn
how the poor try to survive. "They are the ones with backbone and character, dear,"
she said to me. Sociologically sheis highly aware. But in the end she realized my
unfair advantages would have molded my outlook, so that even if | succeeded
among the poor, it would be for the wrong reasons, and so would not count.

| got out of the flyer at the platform on the roof of Jagged's, and went down in the
lift to the subway. There was a gang fight going on in one of the corridors and |
could hear the scream of robot sirens, but | didn't see anything, which was a
disappointment and arelief. | did once see a man stabbed at an outdoor visual. It
didn't upset me at the time. They rushed him away and replaced the parts of him that
had been spoiled, though he would have had to pay for that on the installment
plan—clearly he hadn't been rich—which would probably mean he'd end up
bankrupt. But later on, | suddenly remembered how he had fallen down, and the
blood, and | began to get aterrible pain in my side where | pictured the knife going
into him. My mother organized hypnotherapy for me until it went away.

Egyptiawas standing at the foot of the Grand Stairway that leads up to the
Theatra Concordacis. She was wearing gilt makeup, and a blue velvet mantle lined
with lemon silk, and people were looking at her. A topaz hung in the center of her
forehead. She made awild gesture at me.

"Jane! Jane!"
"Hallo."

"Oh, Jane."

"Yes?

"Oh, Jane. Oh, Jane."
"Shall we go up?'

She flung up her arm, and | blushed. She made me fedl insignificant, superior and
uneasy. As| was analyzing this, | saw someone hurrying over, aman, who grasped
Egyptiasraised arm excitedly.

"All right," he said. "Tell me your number."
Egyptiaand | stared at him. His eyes were popping.
"Go away," Egyptiasaid. Her own eyesfilled with tears. She couldn't bear the



stupid thingslife did to her.

"No. | can pay. I've never seen anything likeit. | heard it waslifelike, but Jesus.
You. I'll take you. Just give me your registration number—wait—you don't have one,
do you, that's the other type. Okay, it's alphabetical, isn't it? Somebody said it'sto
do with the metal. Y ou'd be gold, wouldn't you? G.O.L.D.? Am [ right?"

Egyptialifted her eyesto thetall building tops, like Jehane at the stake. Suddenly |
knew what was happening.

"You've made amistake," | said to the man.

"You can't haveit," he said. "What do you want it for? Mirror-Biased, are you?
WEell, you go and find areal girl. Young bit of stuff like you shouldn't have any
trouble.”

"Sheisn't," | insisted.

"She?It'sanit.”

"No." | felt on fire. "She's my friend. She isn't a Sophisticated Format robot."
"Yesitis. They said. Operating on the Grand Stairway."

"No."

"Oh, God!" cried Egyptia. Unlike the rest of us, He didn't answer.

"It'sall right, Egyptia. Please, please,”" | said to the man, "sheisn't arobot. Go
away, or I'll press my code for the police.”

| wished at once | hadn't said it. He, like Egyptia and me, was rich, and would
have his own code round his neck or on hiswrist or built into a button. | felt I'd
been very discourteous and rash, but | couldn't think of anything else to do.

"Well," he said. "I'll write to Electronic Metals and complain. A piece of my
mind."

(I saw this as some sort of surgical operation, the relevant slice delivered in a
box.)

But Egyptia spun to him abruptly. She fixed him with her eyes which matched the
topaz, and screeched wordlessly like amad bird of prey. The man who thought she
was a robot backed sideways along the steps. Egyptia seemed to close her soul to
us both. She flung her mantle round herself and stalked away up the stairs.

| watched her go, not really wanting to follow. Mother would say | should, in
order to observe and be responsible.

It was a beautiful day in autumn, a sort of toasted day. The sides of the buildings
were warm, the glass mellow, and the sky was wonderful, very high and far off,
while in the house it looks near. | didn't want to think about the man or about
Egyptia. | wanted to think about something that was part of the day, and of me.
Without warning, | felt akind of pang, somewhere between my ribs and my spine. It
might have been indigestion, but it was like akey turning. It seemed asif | knew
something very important, and only had to wait amoment and | would recall what it



was. But though | stood there for about five minutes, | didn't, and the feeling faded
with adim, sweet ache. It waslike being in love, the moment when, just before the

visua ends, | knew | must walk away into the night or morning without him. Awful.
Y et marvelous. Marvelous to be ableto feel. | put this down because it may have a
psychological bearing on what comes next.

| began to imagine Egyptia acting death in the Theatra, and dying. So finaly |
went up the Grand Stairway.

At thetop is aterrace with afountain. The fountain pours over an arch of glass,
and you can stand under the glass with the fountain pouring, and not get wet. Across
from the fountain is the scruffy peeling facade of the once splendid Theatra. A
ticking clockwork lion was pacing about by the door. | hadn't seen anything quite
likeit, and wondered if this was the Sophisticated Format. Then something caught

my eye.
It was the sun gleaming rich and rare on auburn.

| looked, and bathed my eyesin the color. | know red shouldn't be soothing to
the eyes, but it was.

Then | saw what the red was. It was the long hair of ayoung man who was
standing with his back to me, talking to a group of five or six people.

Then he began to sing. The voice was so unexpected. | went hot again, with
embarrassment again, because someone was singing at the top of hislungsin a
crowded busy place. At the same moment, | was delighted. It was a beautiful voice,
like aminstrel's, but futuristic, asif time were playing in acircle inside the notes. If
only | could sing, | vaguely thought as | heard him. How wonderful to have such
sounds pour effortlessly from your throat.

There were bits of mirror on his jacket, glinting, and | wondered if he was there
for an interview, like Egyptia, and warming up outside. Then he stopped singing, and
turned around and | thought: Suppose he's ugly? And he went on turning, and | saw
his profile and he wasn't ugly. And then, pointing something out to the small
gathering about him, he turned fully toward me, not seeing me. He was handsome,
and his eyes were like two russet stars. Yes, they were exactly like stars. And his
skin seemed only pale, asif there were an actor's makeup on it, and then | saw it was
silver—face, throat, the V of chest inside the open-necked shirt, the hands that came
from the dripping lace at his cuffs. Silver that flushed into almost natural shadings
and colors against the bones, the lips, the nails. But silver. Silver.

It was very silly. | started to cry. It was awful. | didn't know what to do. My
mother would have been pleased, as it meant my basic emotions—whatever they
were—were being allowed full and free reign. But she'd also have expected me to
control myself. And | couldn't.

So | walked under the fountain and stared at it till the tears stopped in envy. And
then | was puzzled asto why I'd cried at all.

When | came out, the crowd, about twenty now, was dispersing. They would all
have taken his registration, or whatever, but most of them couldn't afford him.



| stood and gazed at him, curiousto seeif he'd just switch himself off when the
crowd went away. But he didn't. He began to stroll up and down. He had a guitar
slung over his shoulder | hadn't noticed, and he started to caress melodies out of it.
It was crazy.

Then, quite abruptly and inevitably, he registered that someone el se was watching
after al, and he came toward me.

| was frightened. He was a robot and he seemed just like aman, and he scared me
inaway | couldn't explain. | would have run away like achild, but | wastoo
frightened to run.

He came within three feet of me, and he smiled at me. Total coordination. All the
muscles, even those of hisface. He seemed perfectly human, utterly natural, except
he was too beautiful to be either.

"Hallo," he said.
"Areyou—" | said.
"Am|?'

"Are you—the—are you a robot?"

"Yes. Registration Silver. That isS.I.L.V.E.R. which stands for Silver lonized
Locomotive Verismulated Electronic Robot. Neat, isn't it?"

"No," | said. "No." Again without warning, | began once moreto cry.

His smile faded. He looked concerned, his eyes were like pools of fulvous lead.
His reactions were superb. | hated him. | wished he were a box on wheels, or |
wished he were human.

"What's the matter?' he said eventually, and very gently, making it much worse.
"Theideaisfor meto amuseyou. | seemto be failing. Am | intruding on some sort
of personal grief?"

"You horrible thing," | whispered. "How dare you stand there and talk to me?"

The reactions were astounding. His eyes went flat and wicked. He gave me the
coldest smile | ever saw, and bowed to me. He really did turn on his heel, and he
walked directly away from me.

| wished the concrete would open and swallow me. | truly wished it. | wanted to
be ten years old and run home to my mother, who might comfort or lecture me, but
who would be omnipotent. Or | wanted to be a hundred and twenty, and wise, and
not care.

Anyway, | raced off the terrace, and to Clovis.

Clovis's apartment overlooks a stretch of the New River, which is clean and
sparkling. People who live along the banks can open their windows on it, unlike the
people who live aong the banks of the polluted Old River, who have to use the
filtered air-conditioning even in winter. Every apartment there has awarning notice



cut into the window frame, which says: The Surgeon General has established that to
open this window for more than ten minutes every day can seriously damage your
health. Clovis has friends on the Old River who leave their windows open al the
time. "Will you look at the muck on the buildings,”" they say. "Why don't the
Godawful Surgeon General and the Goddamn City Marshal clean up the air and the
traffic fumes before going dippy over the Godball river?' Clovis also asserts that he
never opens his own windows as the view of the New River istoo hygienic and
bores him. But so far he hasn't moved.

When | arrived on the fifteenth gallery and spoke to Cloviss door, it wouldn't let
mein for along time. When it did, | found Clovis was in the process of trying to get
rid of alive-in lover by holding a seance.

Clovis doesn't like relationships, except sometimes with women, and they are
non-sexual. He once shared his apartment with Chloe for ten months, but his
boyfriends come and go like days of the week. Actually, the term Mirror-Biased
really appliesto Clovis. He doesn't just sleep with his own sex, hislovers aways
look like him. This one was no exception. Tall and dim, with dark curly hair, the
young man lay on the couch among the jet black cushions, eyeing me solemnly.

"Thisis Austin,” said Clovis.
"Hallo," said Austin.

| remembered the robot saying "Hallo" to mein his smiling, musical voice. |
wished | hadn't come here.

"And thisis Jane," said Clovisto Augtin. "Janeisredly aboy in drag. Awfully
effective, isn't it?"

Austin blinked. He looked rather slow-witted, and | felt sorry for him, trying to
cope with Clovis.

Clovisfinished arranging the plastic cards with letters, basic punctuation and
numbers one to ten around the seance table.

"Get up and come and sit down, Austin. And Jane, since you're there, come
here."

This playful phraseology showed Cloviswas in adeadly mood. He seated himself
cross-legged on the rug before the table.

"Oh, Clo," said Austin in awhine, "what ever do you think you can pick up in a
modern building like this?"

"You'd be surprised what I've picked up here," said Clovis.

Austin didn't get this. But he unk over to thetable.

"But the apartment is so new," whined Austin.

"Siddown," barked Clovis.

"Ohdl right. If you're going to go al brutal. I'll sit down. But it'sinfantile.”

He folded himself on the rug like arope. | went over and sat on the other side. A



cut-glass goblet, that had been chipped a year ago when one of Clovisslovers had
thrown it at him, rested in the table's center. We each put afinger on it.

"Thisisso childish,” said Austin. "If it does move, it'sjust pressure. Y our hand
trembling."

"My hand doesn't tremble," said Clovis.
"Oh, | know, dear," said Austin.

| felt very alone, and | began to cry again, but neither of them noticed me. By
lowering my head, | could let the tears just fall straight out of my eyes onto my lap,
where they made a strange abstract pattern of dark polka dots. It became quite
Interesting, wondering where the next tear would land.

"Oh, dear," said Austin. "Thisisdull."
"I doit al thetime," said Clovis.
"How dull of you."

"I am dull."

"I just hate dull men."

The glass began quite suddenly to move. It glided across the table and back
again, and started aliquid circling motion around the fringe of |etters and numbers.

"Ooh," said Austin. "You're doing it."

Clovistook hisfinger off the glass. The glass, with Austin and me still adhering,
went on.

"She's doing it," sneered Austin. "'l might have known."
"Take your finger off the glass, Jane," said Clovis.
| did. The glass went on twirling with Austin still attached.

"Ah!" screamed Austin. He let go as if it had bitten him. Undeterred, the glass
swirled about the table.

"Oh God," said Austin.
"I don't think it's actually God. Y ou could ask."
"I'm not speaking to it."

"Everyone," said Clovis, asif addressing a crowd of thirty people, "put your
fingers back on. First Jane, then Austin. Then | will."

| did as Clovis said, and Austin anxiously followed suit, yelping as he touched the
glass. Clovis put hisfinger on the glass and Austin said, "Has someone died in this
room?"

"Not yet," said Clovis.
"Then how can it get anything?"
"People have died everywhere. And don't forget, twenty years before this block



went up, there was a condominium on the site. It fell down with a massive loss of
life. And we are Sitting, asit were, on the rubble and the bones."

"Y ou do have a horrible turn of phrase. Why did it fall down anyway?"

"Did you not," said Clovis patiently, "ever hear of the earthquakes, tsunamis and
geological collapses that occurred when we captured the Haemeroid?' (The
Haemeroid is Clovis's name for the Asteroid.) "When athird of Eastern Europe sank
and North America gained seventy-two Pacific islands it hadn't had before. Little,
easly overlooked thingslike that."

"Oh," said Austin. "Isthis a history lesson?’
The glass jumped up from the table and came down again with a noisy crack.

| thought of all the people dying in the earthquakes, and swept away, shrieking, in
the seas, and tried not to sob aloud. | had seen lots of ruins, lots of swamps, but |
had been too young and didn't remember them. | saw Chez Stratos falling out of the
sky. | saw the city tilt into the purple river and the clean river, and Silver lying
trapped under the water, not dead because water couldn't kill him, but rusting away,
and my tears joined together in the lap of my dress, making the map of aweird new
continent.

"What do we do now?' said Austin, as the glass made bullfrog leaps all over the
table,

"Ask it something."

"Um. Isthere anyone there?"

"Obvioudy thereisn't," said Clovis.

"Oh. Er, well. Who are you?"

The glass rushed to the letter N, and then to the letter O.

"In other words," said Clovis sternly, "mind your own damn business. Do you
have," Clovis demanded of the energetic glass, "a message for someone here?"

The glassflew to the letter A, letter U, letter S, letter T—
"Ooh!"

"Sit down, Austin."

"But it's—"

"Yes, Austin. Austin would like to know what the message is.”
"No," cried Austin, alarmed. "I don't want to know."

"Too late," said Cloviswith great satisfaction.

Swiftly the glass spelled out, Clovis reading off the letters and then the words:
There is a negative influence about you. You must take a risk. Excitement is
waiting for you, but not here. Be warned.

"Wdl, thanks," said Clovis.



The glass shuddered to a halt.
"Y ou've frightened it off," complained Austin.

"Well, you saw what it said. I'm supposed to be a negative influence. Bloody
thing. Comesinto my home and insults me. Where are you going?"'

Austin had risen and sauntered to the apartment door.
"I need some cigarines," said Austin.

"I thought you gave them up."

"Oh, that was yesterday."

The door let him out, the closet handing him his three-tone jacket as he passed.
The door buzzed shut, and presently we heard the lift.

"If only it could be so quick,” mourned Clovis, clearing the seance table. "But
he'll come back. He'll come back and he'll brood for at |east another day before he
takes the message to heart and goes.”

Thetableisrigged. Jason, who's very clever with eectrical stuff, did it for Clovis,
and put the electronic magnet, the size of a pinhead, in the glass—you can just seeit,
If you know. Clovis memorized the sequence of letters and the message is always
nearly the same. Clovisisrealy very cruel. He prefersto play with hisloversand
watch them react to just telling them to get out. Of course, this probably works
better, in the long run.

"Hallo, Jane," said Clovis, after the sound of the lift had faded. "If you were
trying to water the plants, your amisalittle out."

"I didn't think you saw me."
"Weeping so bitterly? Since when have | been blind?"

| stopped crying, and Clovis brought me aglass of applewine. His comfort is
limited to words and gestures at a distance. | don't think he's ever touched me, and |
never saw him touch one of hislovers, though they constantly touch him. To be
hugged by Clovis would, now, be embarrassing.

| told him about S.I.L.V.E.R., rather fast, not really explaining it properly, partly
because | didn't understand myself, and partly in case Austin came back quickly.

Clovis listened, detached and elegant, and beyond the window, the New River
quivered in the late afternoon sunlight.

"What a nasty idea," Clovis said when | stopped. "A metal man. Sounds like a
comic strip. Decidedly kinky."

"No, no, it wasn't like that—he—he was—"
"He was beautiful. Well, he sounds beautiful.”
"It's simply that—how can he be arobot and a—"

"He can't. Heisn't. He'sjust a bit of metal. Worked metal that can move fluidly,
like a sort of skin. They've been easing up to it for years, you know. Someone had



to make one. Clockwork and machinery designed to ook like musculature from the
outside. A wonderful sort of super male doll. Take off the skin and you find cogs
and wheels—what's the matter? Oh, Jane, you're not going to throw up on my rug,
areyou?'

"N-no. I'mall right."

"If he—it—has this effect on everyone else, Electronic Metals Ltd. are going to
regret their advertising campaign.”

"Everyone else was fascinated."
"And you were dlergic.”
"I was—" My eyes spilled water again.

"Poor Jane," said Clovis. "What a gargantuan emotional reaction. | wonder if,"
said Clovis, "he'd go with the furnishings? | could buy amodel and install it in the
wardrobe. Then, when | wanted to get rid of an Austin, I'd just trundle out the robot.
They're fully equipped, | suppose.”

"What?"
"Jane, your innocence can only be assumed.”
"Oh. | suppose they are.”

"I do believe you've missed the point of the Sophisticated Formats altogether.
They're sex toys. Nine models, the flyer robot said? Nine Sophisticated Formats—"

"No, Clovis."

"Yes."

"But he sang. He was playing a guitar.”

"All extras built in. A robot can do anything. Pretty soulless music, I'd say."
"No, it was—"

"And pretty soullessin bed. Still, buggers can't be choosers.”

When Clovis says things like that he is disturbed in some way. Perhaps my own
disturbance was affecting him. Most of the time | forget that he's only a year older
than | am. Much of the time, he seems a great deal older, twenty, maybe. The robot
had looked about twenty.

"And," elaborated Clovis, "he could march out and play Austin atune—you are
going to be sick."

"Yes"
"Y ou know where the bathrooms are."
IIY ES mn

| ran into the green bathroom and banged the door. | hung over the pale green
lavatory basin, which | matched, but | wasn't sick at all. Eventually | lay down full
length on the marble tiles, not knowing what was wrong with me, or where | wanted



to be, or who | wanted to be with. As| lay there, | heard the lift, and the apartment
door, and Clovis saying with irritation: "Don't blow that foul corner-store marijuana
over me."

When | came sheepishly out, Austin had put on arhythm tape and was gyrating
before the window, perhaps hoping someone with powerful binoculars on the other
side of the river would see him.

"Shall | call you ataxi?' said Clovis. "There's anew line running from Jagged's
with human drivers. A gimmick. It won't last."

"I'll take the flyer. There's one due at the corner of Racine at five P.M."
"Racineisarough stop. | shouldn't like your little blond face to get carved up.”
"I've got my policode.”

"Ever called the cops with it? | once did, and it was two whole minutes before
they arrived to rescue me, by which time | could have been structurally redesigned.”

Austin giggled, waving his hipswildly.

Everything was normal again. | would be normal. | had aready recollected
Egyptia, and wondered if | should try to find her, at the Theatra, or her apartment
block on The Island, or the Gardens of Babylon where she sometimes sat drinking
among the flowery vines. Or | could go off aone, there were a hundred places |
could go to. Or | could call Chloe, or Medea. But | knew | wouldn't do any of those
things. | knew 1'd go home, just as Clovis anticipated.

Chez Stratos was my security. Whenever anything went wrong, | felt shaky until |
got back there. | would go home, and 1'd tell my mother what had happened to
me—Clovis had merely been away of putting it off. Already | felt safer, just thinking
of telling her, though probably it would turn out that my reactions were suspect.

Anyway, Clovis wanted me to go. He doodled on a pad on the coffee table,
drawings of abeautiful young man with long hair and a key protruding from his
back.

"Don't look so stricken, Jane," he said. "Y ou have it out of proportion. As usual.
Go home and relax."

Austin ran his hands down his body and blew me akiss.

| didn't like Clovisthen, and | turned on my hed just like the robot and went to
the door and out.

It must be odd to live on Social Subsistence. Odd to have to palm print every
month and get a sub. check in the mail every week. There are all sorts of training
schemes, aren't there, but mostly they're dead ends. The colossal boom in robot
circuitry, essential after the Asteroid threw everything into confusion, has |eft al
these gaping holes with human beings in them, frantically swimming and trying not to
go down. Mother saysthe creative arts are the safest, there are jobs there. But if
robots can start to make music beautifully and expertly, and sing like angels, what
then?



And if they can even make love—

I'd been very silly to get sick over that. Wasit so revolting? After all, if they could
make love, then they must feel of skin and flesh to the touch, feel human, too, in...
every way. Only it wasn't revulsion, somehow. Somehow, it wasworse. | sat in the
cab | had, after al, dialed from akiosk, sticking my nailsin my hands to stop my
recurring nausea from getting a grip.

I'm not very good at being alive. Sometimes | despair of ever mastering it, getting
it right. When I'm old, perhaps, when I'm thirty—

The cab drove fast on the highway, and the dust spooned up on either side,
glowing alovely gold in the westering sun, that calmed me. The robot driver was just
apanel and dlot for coins and notes. The flyer costs much less and is much nicer,
because it travels a hundred feet above the ground.

The Baxter Empire travelsin the air too, one of those old vertical lift-offs. Mother
used it in the jungle, its blades smashing the forest roof out of the way asit went up,
and portions of severed monkeys falling past the windows. Although I've forgotten
al the important parts of my early travels, that's one part | do remember, and |
remember | cried. Mother then told me nothing dies ever, animal or human. A
psychic force inside us survives physical death, and continues on both in the
spiritual, and in other bodies. At the time | thought rebellioudy for five minutes she
was just making an excuse for killing the monkeys, asif killing them didn't matter,
because they weren't really dead. But even so, | guessed she was right. It was easier
to believe it anyway.

It was peculiar thinking of the monkeys now, over ten yearslater. What was the
connection between them and the red-haired robot outside the Theatra? | wanted to
stop thinking about him. But | wouldn't be able to until 1'd told mother. That was
peculiar, too. Even when | hadn't wanted to bother her with things, with my
problems, or events which had unnerved me, | never could deal with them until I'd
discussed them with her. Or rather, till I'd told her and she'd told me what to do.
Doing what my mother says makes life, which | find so confusing, much ssimpler.
Like adopting her opinions, and so thinking on a sort of permanent tangent that's
probably wrong so doesn't matter. My living is like that, too. | do what she says, and
follow her advice, but somehow my life—my true response to life—goes on quite
differently and somewhere else. How strange. Until | wrote it here, I'd never thought
about it before.

After about twelve minutes, the slim steel supports of the house appeared. But not
even aghost was visible of the house now, in the thickening light. | paid the cab the
balance, and got out and walked up the white concrete approach between the conifer
trees. The house lift isin the nearest support, and when | speak to it it aways says.
"Hallo, Jane." When | was alittle girl, all the mechanismsin the house would speak
to me. | was, am, very used to intelligent mechanical things, totally at home with
them.

Until today.



The lift went up, smooth as silk, and gaining terrific momentum until its gradua
slowing near the top of the support, neither of which processes can befelt at all. I'd
thought perhaps my mother wouldn't be home yet. She'd been addressing a meeting
somewhere, or giving atak. But there had been afaint scent of pear-oil gasoline
vaguely noticeable on the approach, the gas the Baxter burns. And the conifers had
the dightly sulky backcombed look they get from the down-gale of aVLO. Even so,
I might be mistaken. Once when | was eleven and very upset, and had rushed home,
| smelled the Baxter's gas though my mother had been away. | tore into the house,
and found she still was; it had been a psychosomatic wish-fulfillment odor. My
olfactory nerves had made it up to kid me she was there when | needed her, and she
wasn't, and didn't come back for hours.

When the lift stopped and the door dlid away, however, | aso caught afaint, faint
whiff of her perfume: La Verte.

When | was a child, the scent of La Verte could make me laugh with pure
happiness. Then one morning, | poured it all over the carpets and the cushions and
the drapes, so the whole house would smell like my mother. She sat with me, and
explained my psychology to me, very carefully, and meanwhile everything was
de-odorized. My mother never hit me, never smacked me, or ever shouted at me.
She said thiswould be asign of failure. Children must have everything explained.
Then they could function just as concisely as adults.

The funny thingis, | think | was more mature as a child than | am now.

Thelift opens on the foyer, which is, apparently, imposing. ("How imposing!")
Egyptia said that when she first saw it, it seemed to be made of frozen whiteice
cream, which would devour her. But redlly it's white marble with tawny veins.
Pencil-thin pillars rise in groups to discs which give a soft light at nighttime. But
during the day, the light comes in from round high portholes. They're too high,
actually, to see much out of, just a glimpse now of the goldening sky—yprobably |
shouldn't make up adjectives, but it was. In the middle of the foyer is the openwork
lift to the next floors. Mother had it designed like something she saw in an old visual
once. Leading from the foyer is a bathroom suite, and door to the robot and
mechanical storage hatches under the house, a kitchen and servicery, and the wine
cellar. There are aso two guest apartments with two more bathrooms in an annex to
the east. When you get in the house lift and go up, you pass a mezzanine floor with
more things like guest rooms, and a tape-store which locks itself and which only the
spacemen can open. The tapes are house accounts or business records, or else very
precious and ancient documentation. Only mother goesin there. There's a'so a book
library, with a priceless globe of the world as it used to be before the Asteroid
altered it. One of the balcony-balloons runs off from the library, and sometimes | sit
there to read, but | never do, because the sky stops me from concentrating.

The top floor has mother's suite and study and studio on the north, all together,
and these are soundproofed, and also locked. The rest of the floor isthe Vista, a
wonderful semicircle running aimost al round the outside of the house, and
blossoming into huge bal cony-balloons like great crystal bubbles with the sky held in



them. When you come in, the sky fills the room. Oneisin the sky, and not in aroom
at al. To make sure of the effect, the furniture is very ssimple, and either of glass or
pal e white reflective materials, which take on the colors of the upper troposphere
outside. We're not really up into the stratosphere, of course, that would be
dangerous. Even up where we are, the house is pressurized and oxygenized. We
can't open our windows either. Nor do we ever close the drapes.

This evening, when | came into the Vista, the room was gold. Gold carpets, gold
chairs, adining table in a balloon-bubble seeming made of palest amontillado sherry.
The chemical candelabrain the ceiling were unlit, but had gold fires on them from the
sky. The sky was like yellow plum wine. | walked into one of the western bubbles,
dazed, and watched the sunset happen there. It seemed to take weeks, asit aways
does so high, but as soon as the sky began to cool | crossed over into an eastern
bubble and watched the Asteroid appear. It looks like a colossal blue-green star, but
it pulls the winds with it, and the sea tides answer it in huge heaves and buffetings. It
should have hit the Earth, but some of it burned off asit fell, and then the moon's
gravity also attracted it; it shifted, and then it stabilized. | think | have that right, don't
|2 Men have walked on the Asteroid. Jason and Medea stole the bit of blue rock we
had that came from it. It's beautiful, but it killed athird of all the people in the world.
That's a statistic.

At the southern curve of the room is another little annex, and a small stair that
goes up to my suite. The suite is done in green and bronze and white to match my
physical color scheme. It has everything a contemporary girl could want, visual set,
tape deck and player, hairdresser unit, closets full of clothes, exotic furnishings,
games, books. But, though there are windows, they aren't balcony-balloons, so |
tend to stay inthe Vista

| was just wandering over to the piano, which was turning lavender-grey now, with
the sky, when my mother came into the room.

She was wearing the peacock dress, which has ahigh collar that rises over her
head and is the simulated erect fan of a male peacock, with staring blue and yellow
eyes like gas flames. She was obviously going out again.

"Come here, darling," said my mother. | went to her and she took mein her arms.
The gorgeous perfume of La Verte enfolded me, and | felt safe. Then she eased me
away and held me, smiling at me. She looked beautiful, and her eyes were green as
gooseberries. "Did you look after Egyptia, darling?’

"I tried, Mother. Mother, | haveto tell you about something, ask your advice."

"I have to go out, dear, and I'm aready late. | waited in the hope of seeing you
before | left. Can you tell me quickly?

"No—I don't—I don't think so."

"Then you must tell me tomorrow, Jane."

"Oh, Mother," | wailed, starting to cry again.

"Now, darling. I've told you what you can do if I'm not able to be with you, and



you've done it before. Get one of the blank tapes and record what happened to you,
imagining to yoursalf that I'm sitting here, holding your hand. And then tomorrow,
about noon, or maybe one P.M., | can play it through, and we'll discuss the
problem.”

"Mother—"

"Darling,” she said, shaking me gently, "I really must go."
"Gowhere?' | listlessy inquired.

"To the dinner | told you about yesterday."

"I don't remember."

"That's because you don't want to. Come along, Jane. Let go of my sleeves.
You'reintelligent and bright, and I've encouraged you to think for yourself."

"And to talk to you."
"And we will talk. Tomorrow."

Although as a baby she had taken me everywhere, as a child, she had sometimes
had to leave me, because my mother is avery busy woman, who writes and
researches, is an expert perfumier and gem specialist, atheologian, a
rhetorician—and can lecture and entertain on many levels. And when she used to
leave me, | never could hold back the tears. But now | was crying anyway.

"Come along, Jane," said my mother, kissing my fore-head. "Why don't you go
to your room and bathe and dress and makeup. Call Jason or Davideed and go out
to dinner yourself."

"Davideed's at the equator.”
"Dear me. Well | hope they warned him it was hot there."

"Upto hiseyesinsilt," | said, following her from the room and back toward the
lift. "Mother, | think I'll just go to bed."

"That sounds rather negative." My mother looked at me, her long turquoise nail
on the lift button. "Darling, | do hope, since you haven't yet found alover, that
you're masturbating regularly, as | suggested.”

| blushed. Of course, | knew it wasidiotic to blush, so | didn't lower my eyes.
"Oh. Yes."

"Y our physical type indicates you're highly sexed. But the body hasto learn
about itself. Y ou do understand, darling, don't you?'

"Oh. Yes."

"Good-bye, darling," said my mother, as the lift, a birdcage with a peacock init,
sank away.

"Good-bye, Mother."
In the ethereal silence and stillness of the house, | just caught the thrum of the



white Chevrolet as it was driven out of the second support pillar. And | could just
see thetiny dazzle of itslights asit ran away into the darkness. | strained my eyes
until | could see the dazzle no more.

| fell asleep in my sunken bath, and my bathroom video telephone woke me. |
turned off the video and answered it. It was Egyptia

"Jane, Jane. They accepted me."
In the background were noises like a party.
"Who?'l sleepily asked.

"Don't be stupid. The Theatra Concordacis drama group. They responded to the
interview. It was as if we'd known each other always. I've paid my subscription. I'm
giving a party in the Gardens of Babylon. It's awonderful party. Champagneis
flowing, smply gushing, down the terraces.”

| recalled my mother's advice.
"Can | cometo the party?"
"Oh," Egyptids voice was more distant.

| didn't want to go anyway. The bath was cold, | was depressed. But my mother
had thought it was best for me to go out.

"It isn't really the sort of party you'd like," said Egyptia.

Normally, | would retreat at that. | had before, quite often. Why wasiit that
Egyptia aways wanted me to herself? She wasn't M-B. Wasiit that she was ashamed
of me? Something made me say: "I'm unhappy. | can't bear to be alone.”

Sometimes, by sounding like Egyptia, | could evoke areaction. | realized I'd done
thisintuitively before, not knowing | did it, but now it was calculated. | didn't want to
go to the party, but | didn't want to be alone.

"So unhappy, Egyptia. When that man upset you on the Grand Stairway, | was so
shocked. | couldn't bear to go with you. | was afraid for you."

"Yes," she breathed. | could imagine her eyes swimming, reliving it al.

And | waslying. | shouldn't be lying like this, not conscioudly, not for something
| didn't even want.

"Egyptia, | want to come to the party to see you. To see you're al right. To see
you happy."
"It's on the third tier, under one of the canopies..."

Probably she was paying for the party. Of course she was, and the whole horrid
Theatra group battening on her misguided euphoria. Why did | want to go?

But the most extraordinary thing was happening. | was hurrying. Out of the bath,
into the wardrobe. | was even singing, too, until | recalled how awful my singing is,



and stopped. | stopped again, briefly, when | had put on green lingerie and a green

dress, to look at my wide hips. | don't really like being aVVenus Mediatype. Once,

when Clovis was drunk, he told me | had a boyish look. "But I'm aVenus Media."

Clovis had shrugged. It's possibly my face, which is almost oval, but has a pointed
chin with an infinitessmal cleft—Ilike that of atom-cat?

| tried to put up my hair myself, but despaired, and combed it down again. | made
up, using all the creams and powders and shadows and heightenings and mascaras
and rouges and glosses. Until | looked much older and more confident. Sometimes
I've been told I'm pretty or attractive, but I'm never sure. | wish | were someone else
redly.

| got the automatic on the phone to fetch another cab, and at nine P.M. | drove
back into the city, which | think is amazing by night. The buildings seem made of
thousands of little cubes of light that go up and up into the darkness. In the distance,
they look like sticks of diamante. But | expect that's a bad analogy. The jewelry
traffic goes by on the roads, and clatters past overhead, punching out rosy fumes. |
felt excited. | was glad I'd come back.

| felt at least twenty-five as| paid off the cab, and stepped on the moving stair
that flows into Babylon, among the hanging mosses and garlands lit to liquid
emeralds by the neons under the foliage.

The autumn night was soft. The lightsin the bushes melted in the softness, and
were only hard where they streamed out from under the canopies with the hard
music of orchestras and stereophonics. Under the Theatra-Egyptia canopy, the light
was hardest of al, but that may only have been the hard, beautiful makeup everyone
was wearing.

| stood at the brink of the light and saw Egyptiain sequins dancing the snake
dance with athin handsome man among other couples doing the same. People and
bottles were strewn thickly on the grass and currents of blue smoke went through the
air. It was the sort of party Clovisliked alot, because he could be so terribly,
cuttingly rude about it.

Someone came up to me, a man about twenty-one, and said, "Well who are you?"
"My nameis Jane. I'm afriend of Egyptias.”

"I didn't know she had any friends. Why not be my friend instead, then you can
comein."

"Thank you."

"Oh, don't thank me." He looked at my dress, which is pre-Asteroid Asian silk.
Thereisn't athing in my wardrobe | can put on which isn't expensive and doesn't
look it. "Sweet little rich girl," said the young man, who was good-looking and nasty.
"Would you like an interview for the drama, too?"

"l can't act."
"Everyone can act. We spend our lives acting."



"Not on a stage."
"Theatra Concordacis can't afford a stage. We put tables together."
He was probably joking, and | didn't know what to say. I'm afailure as awit, too.

He led me by the hand—his hand was dry but limp—under the canopy, and told
me his name was Lord. He poured a glass of fizzy greenish wine and gave it to me
and kissed me on the lips as he did so. If | say that to be kissed by men, even
passionately with the mouth open, bores me, it sounds like asilly attempt to be
blasé. But it'strue. I've tried to get interested, but | never can. Nothing happens,
except sometimes a faraway sensation that | always hope will become pleasant but is
really only like a vague itch somewhere under my skin. So | shrank back from the
young man called Lord, and he said, "How fascinating. You're shy." And | blushed,
and | was glad that my makeup hid it. But | didn't feel twenty-five anymore. | felt
about eleven, and already | wanted to leave.

Then the snake dance ended as there was an interval on the rhythm tape. |
wondered if Egyptia would see me and come over, or pretend she hadn't seen me
and not come over. But she seemed very interested in her partner, and truly didn't
see me. She looked so exatic. | sipped my icy wine and wished very much that she'd
be awonderful success at the Theatra. Her eyes shone. She had forgotten about
comets crashing on the earth.

"Oh, no more rhythm, per-leez," someone called. "I've been waiting all evening to
hear these songs. Do they exist? Am | at the wrong party?"'

Other voicesjoined in, with various clever, existentialist comments.

| tensed for a song tape to be put on, probably raucous. But alot of people were
surging across the open space where the dancers had been, waving glasses.

"Improvisation!" somebody else yelled. Mostly they were rather high. | was
envious. Another failure. | find it difficult to smoke, the vapor refusing to sink below
my throat into my lungs. It's very awkward. | have to pretend to be high, usualy,
when I'm not. (We spend our lives acting.)

Then another rhythm tape, or the same one, came on. Then, after four beats, the
song came. Of course, rhythm has no melody, just the percussion and the beat, for
dancing. I've heard people improvise tunes or songs over it before; Clovisis quite
good at this, but the songs are always obscene. This song was savage, the words
like fireworks—but they dashed away from me, while the chords of a guitar came up
from the ground, resonating, and hung in the hollows of my bones, trapped there.
Almost everybody was quiet so they could listen. But L ord-who-had-kissed-me
said, "It sounds pretty good, doesn't it? Better than I'd have thought. Have you seen
it yet? It's awfully effective. Come on, I'll show you."

| was thinking, Who is singing like that? But | said to Lord: "No, | don't want to."
So | knew.

My feet were stumbling over the grass as Lord led me, with hislimp hand on my
waist, toward the savage music. And the guitar played up through my feet and my



legs and my stomach and my heart, and filled my skull. All my blood seemed to have
run into the ground in exchange. | dropped the glass of green wine. | couldn't
breathe. | thought | would die.

My guide went on telling me things. | heard, but didn't hear, how Egyptia had
informed the Theatra group, in scorn and despair, how the man had mistaken her for
arobot. Three of her new friends had gone to look for the original. Egyptiaflashed
her money like a sequined scarf, flaunting it, drunk on the prospect of being
generous to those who loved her and could give her the means to explore her own
genius. They took the real robot's registration, called Electronic Metals Ltd., and
hired him for the party. Hired him as they had hired the canopy, the tapes, the
machinery that kept the bottles coming up onto the lawn in little crates.

We were on the periphery of the crowd. He sang. The robot sang. He sang into
my veins where my blood had been and where instead the notes and throbbing of the
guitar now flowed. | could feel his song vibrating in my throat, asif | sang it too. |
couldn't see him. If the crowd parted and | saw him, | would die.

Why had | come here? Why had | hurried here, dmost asif | had known? But if |
had known, | should never have come.

Someone moved, and | saw awhite mudlin shirt eeve with asilver pattern sewn
onit, and asilver hand and flecks of light on steely strings. | shut my eyes, and |
began to push my way viciously through the crowd toward him. | was cursed and
shoved, but they moved away for me. | only told from the feeling of space across
the front of my body that | had come through the crowd. Only he was in front of me
now.

The earth shook with the beat of the rhythm and the race of the guitar following it.
Sheer runs of notes. It was very clever but not facile. It didn't sound like a robot,
though it was too brilliant for a human musician. No man could play as quickly and
clearly. Yet, it had the depth, the color-tones—asiif he felt, expressed what he
played. There had been a brief interlude, without voice, but then he sang again. |
could hear all the words. They didn't make sense, but | wanted to keep them, and
only a phrase was |eft here and there, snagged on the edges of me as the song flung
past—fire-snow, scarlet horses, a winged merry-go-round, windshields spattered
with city lights, acar in flight and worlds flying like birds—

| opened my eyes and bit my tongue so | couldn't scream.

His head was bowed. His hair fell over hisface and his broad shoulders and the
muslin shirt sewn with silver. Clovishas apair of jeans like that, the color of astorm
cloud, and Clovis might like the boots the color of dragon's blood, or he might not.
Therobot's hair looked like somber red velvet, like a sort of plush. His eyebrows
and eyelashes were dark cinnamon. There were hairs on his chest, too, afine rain of
auburn hair on the silver skin. Thisfrightened me. All the blood that had run away
came crashing back, like atsunami, against my heart so | nearly choked.

"Shut up,” someone said to Lord, who | suppose was still talking or trying to talk
to me. | hadn't heard him at all anymore.



The song ended, and the rhythm section ended. Of course, he would be able,
computerlike, to judge where the section would end, and so end the song at the right
place to coordinate. No human could do that, unless he knew the section
backwards.

Someone switched the tape right off. Then there was silence, and then a
detonation of applause that tailed off in self-conscious swearing and giggling. Did
one applaud a performing machine?

He looked up then. S.I.L.V.E.R. looked up. He looked at them, smiling. The
smilewas friendly; it was kind. He had wanted to give them pleasure, to carry them
with him, and if he had carried them and pleased them, he was glad, so glad.

| was afraid his eyes would meet mine, and my whole face began to flinch. But
they didn't. What did it matter anyway? If he saw me with his clockwork amber eyes.

Egyptiaand her partner came through the crowd. Egyptia dropped like a swath of
silk at the robot's feet. She offered him a glass of champagne.

"Can you drink?'
"If you want meto, | can," he said. He conveyed amusement and gentleness.
"Then," said Egyptia, "drink!"

The robot drank the champagne. He drank it like someone who has no interest in
drink, yet iswilling to be gracious and is gracious, and as though it were lemonade.

"Oh God what awaste," someone said loudly.

“I'mafraiditis,”" said Silver, grinning at them. The grin was gorgeous, and his
teeth were white, just as he had whites to his eyes. There was that faint hint of mortal
color, too, in his mouth and in his nails.

"You are so beautiful," said Egyptiato the robot.
"Thank you."

People laughed. Egyptiatook the robot's hand.
"Sing me alove song.”

"Let go of my hand and | will."

"Kissmefirst."

The robot bowed his head and kissed her. It was along, long kiss, aslong akiss
as Egyptia indicated she wanted, presumably. People began to clap and cheer. | felt
sick again. Then they drew apart and Egyptia stared at the robot in deliberate
theatrical amazement. Then she looked at the crowd, her hired crowd, and she said:
"I have news for you. Men could become redundant.”

"Oh, come on," muttered Lord, "there are female formats, too, you know."

Egyptia sat at the robot's feet and told him again to sing her alove song. He
touched the guitar, and then he sang. The song was about five centuries old, and he
was changing the words, but it was "Greenseeves."”



"Alas, my love, you do me wrong, to cast me off discourteously. If passion's
limit isasong, the lack will work hell with my circuitry."

Laughter burst out again. Egyptia laughed too.

"Greendeevesis my delight, in her dress like summer leaves. Greendeeves, truly,
| never bite—unless so requested, my Greensleeves."

This produced mild uproar. Egyptia smiled and pouted in her sleeveless gown.
Then he struck the last chord and looked straight at me. And | remembered the color
of my dress.

| think | was petrified. | couldn't move, even to flinch, but my cheeks and my
eyes burned. Nor could | immediately look away. His eyes on me had no expression.
None of the coldness, the potential cruelty | had seen before—or had | imagined it?
Was arobot permitted to be cruel to a human?—and no kindness, and no smile.

In desperation, frantic, my eyes sid away to Egyptia

Pretending to see me for the first time, acting friendship now where she had acted
Cleopatra-in-lust a second before, she rose and swam toward me.

(We spend our lives acting.)
"Darling Jane. Y ou came after all."

She threw her arms around me. | felt comforted in the midst of fear, and |
clutched her, being careful not to spoil her clothes, atrick | sort of mastered with my
mother. Over her shoulder, the silver robot |ooked away and began to tune the
guitar. People were sitting down by him, asking him things, and he was answering,
making them laugh over and over. | hadn't seen him before because he was
surrounded by people. Built-in wit. If only | had some.

"Jane, you look adorable. Have some champagne.”
| had some champagne.

| kept hoping the leaden feeling would go away, or the other feeling of burning up
inside would go, but neither did. Later he played again, and | sat alone, far away
amid the bushes, forcing back the stupid uncontrollable tears. In the end, the nasty
Lord took me to agrove in the gardens, and seated under the vines there, which
were heavy with grapes, he fondled me and kissed me and | let him, but | kept
thinking: | can't bear this. How can | make him stop?

About one in the morning, as he was telling me to come along, we'd go to his
apartment, | thought of away.

"I—I haven't had my contraception shot this month. I'm overdue for it."
"WEell, I've had mine. And I'll be careful.”

"No, I'maVenus Media, very fertile. | can't risk it."

"Why didn't you bloody well tell me before?'

Acutely self-conscious and ashamed, | stared at the grapes. If | cried again, my
mascara would run and he would hate me and go. So of course, | couldn't cry. |



thought of the robot. | thought of the robot kissing Egyptia, and al the women who
would ask to be kissed. If | asked, he would kiss me. Or bite me. Or—do anything |
said, providing someone paid Electronic Metals Ltd.

"I feel sick," | said to Lord. "Nauseous. I'm sorry."
"Don't vomit over me," he said, got up, and fled.

There was some wine left, so | sat in the grove and drank it, though it had no
taste. | tried to make believe | wasin Italy, long ago, the grapes around me, the
heavy autumn night pressed close as a lover to the city. But | heard gusts of a band
somewhere, or arhythm tape elsewhere.

Catching the lightsin the leaves, his silver skin glowed, though his hair only fired
up when he was ten feet from me. | thought he was coming toward me and my heart
stopped. Then | realized | was close to the non-moving stair going down to the
street, and he was ssmply leaving the gardens, the guitar on its cord over one
shoulder, and a blood-red cloak from the old Italy I'd been trying to go back to
slung over the other.

He went by me and down the steps. He ran down them lightly. A eucalyptus tree
screened him and he was gone.

My heart restarted with a bang that shook me to my feet.
Holding up my long skirt, I ran down the steps after him.

There were bright lights, and quite afew people out on the sidewalk, and cars
hurtling by. All the shops and theatres and bars which stayed open flared their signs
and their windows. And he passed through the lights and the neons and the people
and the fumes of the traffic, now a dlim dark silhouette, now a crimson and white
one. He walked with a beautiful swagger. When aflyer went over like a prism, he put
back his head to look at it. He was human, only his skin gave him away—and the
skin might be makeup. He moved like an actor, why not paint himself like one?
People on the street looked at him, looked after him. How many guessed? If they
hadn't heard Electronic Metals advertising, no one.

| followed him. Where was he going? | supposed he was pre-programmed to go
back to—to what? A store? A factory? A warehouse? Did they put him away in a
box? Turn off hiseyes. Turn out the smile and the music.

A man snatched my arm. | snarled at him, surprising him, and myself. | broke into
arunin my high-heeled shoes.

| caught up with the robot at the corner of Pane and Beech.

"I'm sorry," | said. | was out of breath, but not from running or balancing on my
high heels. "I'm sorry."

He stopped, looking ahead of him. Then he turned slowly, and looked down at
me.

“I'm sorry,” | repeated quickly, blinded by the nearness of him, of hisface. "
was rude to you. | shouldn't have said what | did."



"What," he asked me, "did you say?"

"Y ou know what | said."

"Am | supposed to remember you?"

A verbal dap in theface. | should be clever and scornful. | couldn't be.
"Y ou sang that song to embarrass me."

"Which song?'

"Greensleeves."

"No," hesaid, "I ssimply sang it."

"You stared at me."

"I apologize. | wasn't aware of you. | was concentrating on the last chord, which
required complicated fingering."

"I don't believe you."
"l can't lie," he said.

Something jerked inside me, like a piece of machinery disengaging. My eyes
refused to blink, had set in my face, felt huge, asif they had swallowed my face. |
couldn't swallow at all.

"You—" | said. "You can't be allowed to act thisway. | was scared and | said
something awful to you. And you froze me out and you walked away, and now—"

He watched me gravely. When | broke off, he waited, and then he said, "I think |
must explain an aspect of myself to you. When something occurs that is sufficiently
unlike what I'm programmed to expect, my thought process switches over. | may
then, for amoment, appear blank, or distant. If you did something unusual, then that
was what happened. It's nothing personal."

"I said," | said, my hands clenched together, "you're horrible. How dare you talk
to me?'

"Yes," he said. His gaze unfocused, re-focused. "I remember you now. | didn't
before. Y ou started to cry."

"You're trying to upset me. Y ou resent what | said. | don't blame you, but I'm
sorry—"

"Please," he said quietly, "you don't seem to understand. Y ou're attributing
human reactions to me."

| backed a step away from him and my heel caught in acrack in the pavement. |
seemed to unbalance very sowly, and in the middle of it, his hand took my elbow
and steadied me. And having steadied me, the hand slipped down my arm, moving
over my own hand before it left me. It was a caress, atactful, unpushy, friendly
caress. Preprogrammed. And the hand was cool and strong, but not cold, not
metallic. Not unhuman, and not human, either.

He was correct. Not playing cruelly with me, as Clovis might have done. | had



misunderstood everything. | had thought of him as aman. But he didn't care what |
thought or did. It wasimpossible to insult or hurt him. He was atoy.

The heat in my face was white now. | stared at the ground.

"Excuse me," he said, "but | have to be at The Island by two A.M.."
"Egyptia—" | faltered.

“I'll be staying with her tonight," he said. And now he smiled, openly, swestly.
"You and she will go to bed," | got out.

"Yes."

He was arobot. He did what he was hired to do, or bought for. How could
Eygptia—
"How can you?' | blurted.

| would never have said that to a man, for Egyptiaslovely. It would be obvious.
But he, with him it was atask. And yet—

"My function,” he said, "is to amuse, to make happy, to give pleasure." There
was compassion in hisface for me. He could see me struggling. I, too, a potential
customer, must be pleased, amused, left laughing.

"I suppose you're awonderful lover," | shocked myself by saying.

"Yes," heanswered ssimply. A fact.

"| suppose you can—make love—as often as—as whoever hires you—wants."
"Of course."

"And sing songs while you're doing it."

He himself laughed. When he did, his whole person radiated a kind of joy.
"That'san idea."

Irony of the gentlest sort. And he hadn't remembered me. The wicked flatness of
his eyes had been a readjustment of histhought cells. Of course. Who else had been
averse to him?

| raised my head and my eyes|ooked into his, and there was no need to shy away
from him because he was only a machine.

" was at the party you were hired for. Y ou're still hired, aren't you, until
tomorrow? So." The last words didn't come out bravely, but in awhisper. "Kiss
me."

He regarded me. He was totally till, serene. Then he moved close to me, and
took my facein his silver hands, and bowed his auburn head and kissed me with his
silver mouth. It was a mannered kiss, not intimate. Calm, unhurried, but not long. All
he owed me as Egyptia’s guest. Then he stepped away, took up my hand and kissed
that too, a bonus. And then he walked toward the subway, and left me trembling
there. And so | knew what had been wrong all day.



| tell myself it's the electric current running through the clockwork mechanisms
that | felt, asif asinging tide washed through me. His skin is poreless, therefore not
human. Cooler than human, too. His hair islike grass. He has no scent, being
without glands or hormones or blood. Y et there was a scent, male, heady and
indefinable. Something incorporated, perhaps, to "please." And there was only him.
Everything else became a backdrop, and then it went away atogether. And he went
away, and nothing came back to replace him.

I've written this down on paper, because | just couldn't say it aloud to the tape.
Tomorrow, my mother will ask what | wanted to discuss with her. But thisisn't for
my mother. It's for some stranger—for you, whoever you are—someone who'll
never read it. Because that's the only way | could say any of it. | can't tell Demeta,
can|?

He'samachine, and I'm in love with him.

He'swith Egyptia, and I'm in love with him.

He's been packed up in acrate, and I'm in love with him.
Mother, I'm in love with arobot...

CHAPTER TWO

Sooiled little rich girl. Always someone to do things for you. Always someone to
rescue you. Your mother. Clovis. And always a castle in the clouds to run back to.

And now?

It's so dark, | can hardly seeto write this, and I'm not certain why I'm writing it.
Superstitioudly, | think | believe | made everything happen by writing the first part of
it down. And so, if | write another part of it, another part will come after. But things
may only get worse. Asif they could. But no, they could.

And then, somewhere inside myself, | don't care. | don't care about anything,
because the thing | need is something el se than what I've lost. And then again, | go
on thinking, beyond this grimy darkness and the shadows like purple rust flaking on
the page. | think about tomorrow and the next day, and | wonder what will become
of me.

In the morning, at seven A.M., because | couldn't sleep, | got up and made a
short tape for my mother. | said: "My problem was about Clovis and the callous way
he treats his boyfriends, and about how M-Bs behave to each other anyway. But I'm
over it now. | wasjust being silly."

It was not exactly thefirst timel'd lied to my mother. But it wasthefirst timel
knew I'd have to stick to thelie. | couldn't break down. | couldn't tell her. | couldn't
decideif | was desperate, or only desperately ashamed. But 1'd tried to cry myself
out in the night, and by six A.M. the pillows were so wet 1'd thrown them on the



floor.
| knew there was no solution.

At eleven-thirty A.M., the video phonerang in the Vista. | knew who it was so |
didn't answer. At noon, it rang again. Somehow it sounded louder. Soon my mother
would emerge from her suite, and then I'd have to answer it, so | answered it.

Egyptiareclined in the video in awhite kimono.
"Jane. Y ou look terrible."

"l didn't deep well."

"Neither did I. Oh Jane—"

She told me about Silver. She told me in enormous detail. | tried not to listen, but
| listened. Beauty, acrobatics, tenderness, humor, prowess.

"Of course, the stamina, the knowledge, the artistry are built in. But | believed he
was human. Oh, he's magic, Jane. It's ruined me for aman for weeks. But | nearly
fainted this morning. So much ecstasy is destructive. | think | have a migraine attack.
Thisawful painin my temple. Oh, he should carry a government health warning, like
the windows by the Old River."

A wire was stretching tighter and tighter in my spine, and the end of the wire was
in my head. She hadn't said which temple had the migraine, so both my temples beat
as narrow spikes ran through and through them. The room clouded. When the wire
snapped in the middle | would scream.

"I checked my account to seeif | could buy one, but I've overdrawn for this
month. And then there's the Theatra. Oh, Jane. He's taught me so much about
myself. He found such sensual nuances in me—I was awoman with him. That's so
strange. He's arobot, but he made me feel more like a woman, more conscious of
my desires, my needs, than any man ever did. But | had to beg him to stop—"

One of the spacemen entered with a breakfast tray for my mother, and | said, "My
mother's just coming, Egyptia."

"Oh. All right. Call me back."
"Yes."

| turned off the phone and started to fall, but | landed on my kneesin an attitude
of prayer as my mother walked through the doors.

Even when she gets up, my mother is beautiful, her face empty of makeup and full
of green eyes, her hair loose on her shoulders.

If only | could tell her—

"Hdllo, darling."

"Hallo, Mother."

"Did you drop something under the couch, darling?’

"Oh—I—" | stood up. "l was speaking to Egyptia," | added, for this might well



explain any strange behavior.

"In half an hour," said my mother, "you can tell me what it was you wanted to talk
to me about."

| must tell her, | must. No, no, no.

"I left atape. But it doesn't seem important now. Mother, I'm so tired. | haveto
go back to bed."

Shut in my suite, | wept all over again. How | needed, how | wanted to tell her
what had happened to me. She'd be able to rationalize it all. She would show me
why | felt as| did, and how to get over it.

Thank God Egyptia couldn't buy him this month.
How horrible, to deep with—
| shut my eyes and knew his kiss again on my mouth, that silver metal kiss.

| fell asleep lying on the wet pillows on the floor, and | dreamed of all kinds of
things, but not of Silver.

At two P.M., my mother called my suite on the internal phone, and asked me to
have lunch with her in the Vista My mother was very concerned about my having
privacy, and the feeling that | could be alone when | wished; she never smply
knocked on the door. But | felt | had to go down, so | went down and we ate lunch.

"You're very quiet, darling. Has anything else happened that you want to tell me
about?"'

"Nothing, really. Was the dinner interesting?"

My mother told me about the dinner, and | tried to hear what she said. Sometimes
what she said was very funny and | laughed. | kept beginning to say to her, "l've
falleninlove," and preventing myself. | imagined saying: "1'd like to buy a special
format robot." Would my mother let me? Generally, | pay for things | want with a
credit card that links into my mother's own account, but there was a monthly one
thousand |I.M.U. limit on the card. Thiswasjust so I'd appreciate about not
overspending, because my mother always made it quite clear that what was hers was
mine. But she wanted me to be sensible. A verismulated robot would cost
thousands. The ionized silver alone would cost thousands. A purchase like that
wouldn't seem sensible at all.

In any case, if Egyptia hadn't bought him, someone else had. He belonged to
them. To an Egyptia, or an Austin. Did he enjoy giving joy? What happened to him
when he made love?

After lunch, my mother switched on the news channel of the Vistavisual, and
took notes. She's a political and sociological essayist and historian, too, but mainly
as a hobby. There had been another bad subsidence in the Balkans. Social collapse
seemed likely again in Eastern Europe, but reports were garbled. An earthquake had
rocked the top off a mountain somewhere. There were subsistenceriotsin five
Western cities. My mother didn't switch to the local news channel, which might have



carried something about the Sophisticated Format robots, but when she switched the
visua off my throat had closed together with nerves.

Then | realized she'd made a sacrifice to be with me, since generally she watches
the visual in her study. She must guess something was wrong, and | didn't really
know how long | could hold out. What would she say if | told her?"Darling, this
would be quite all right if you were sexually experienced. But you're avirgin. And to
make love, initially, with a nonhuman device, is by no means agood idea. For al
sorts of complicated reasons. Firstly, your own psychological needs..." | could just
distinguish her voicein my head. And she'd be right. How could | ever hope to have
aproper relationship with aman if | began by going to bed with arobot? (He isa
man. No, fool, heisn't. He is.)

| went down to the library and took a book, and sat in the bal cony-balloon
watching the sky drifting out from the house and fathoming away in aluminous
nothingness below me. And eventually | seemed to be hanging by a string over the
nothingness, and | had to move from the balcony, and go back to my suite and lie
down on the bed. It was the only time I'd ever had vertigo in Chez Stratos, though
Cloviswon't visit us, saying al the while he'sin the house he can fed hisgroin falling
farther and farther away below him.

Finally | called Clovis, not knowing what to say.

"Hallo?' said Austin invisibly. Clovis has never incorporated a video.
"Oh. Hallo. Thisis Jane."

"Jane. Can | speak to—"

"No. He'sin the shower."

Austin sounded like afixture, despite the seance, if anot very happy one.
"Isthat a woman?' Austin demanded.

"It's Jane."

"I thought you said James. Well, ook, Jayven, why don't you call later. Like next
year?' And he switched off.

As amatter of course, then, | dialed Chloe, but she didn't answer. | looked at
Jason and Medea's number, but didn't didl it.

My mother called me on the internal phone.

"“I've run your tape, Jane. It's rather vague. What did Clovis do?
"He had another seance.”

"And this disturbed you."

"Only because he plays with people like acat."

"Cats don't play with people. Cats play with mice. The seance tableisrigged, |
seem to recall.”



"Yes, Mother."

"The spirit world can be reached, under the correct circumstances,” said my
mother.

"Oh, you mean ghosts."

"I mean the psychic principle. A soul, Jane. Y ou mustn't be afraid to use the
correct terminology. A released soul, unattached to the physical state, and which has
lived through many lives and a diversity of bodies may sometimeswish to
communicate with the world. There was a great incidence of this at the turn of the
century, for example, prior to the Asteroid Disasters. A theologian notes a
connection. Clovis shouldn't be meddling with table-tappings."

"No, Mother."

"I've left you some vitamins in the dispenser. Robot three will give them to you
when you come down."

"Thank you."
"And now, | must get ready."

Having avoided her for hoursin terror of giving away my awful secret, | was now
stricken with horror.

"Areyou going out?"'

"Yes, Jane. You know | am. I'm going upstate for three days. The
Phy-Amalgamated Conference.”

"|'d—I'd forgotten—Mother—I really must speak to you after al."
"Darling, you've had all day to speak to me."

"Only four hours."

"I really can't stop now."

"It'surgent.”

"Then tell me quickly."

"But | can't!"

"Then you should have spoken earlier."

"Oh Mother!" | burst into tears. Where did so many tears come from? A lot of
the human body iswater. Did | have any left?

"Jane, I'm going to make an appointment for you with your private doctor."
“I'm not ill. I'm—"

"Jane. | will take half an hour away from my schedule. | will come up to your suite
now, and we'll talk this through. Do you agree?”

Panic. Panic.
The door opened, and my mother, already burnished, pomaded, glittering,



stepped through. An abyss gaped before me. And behind me. | could no longer
think. I'd always, always leaned on my mother. Was anything so perverse, so
precarious, so precious | couldn't share it with her, especially now she'd wrecked
her schedule for me?

"As precisely as you can, dear," said Demeta, beckoning me into her arms, into
La Verte, into bliss and anchorage. "Now, does this have anything to do with
Clovis?'

"Mother, I'minlove!” | tumbled against her, but not too hard. | could tell her. |
could. "Mother, I'minlove.” No, | couldn't. "Mother, I'm in love with Clovis," |
shrieked.

"Good Lord," said my mother.

It was almost six P.M. when | did what, of course, | had been bound to do
virtually from the start. My mother had at last gone, and | had plunged deep in my
lagoon of guilt because I'd lied to her thisterribly, and—much worse—made her
late. Shereally is so concerned to do the best for me. It's her grail, or one of them.
Luckily, | was able to plaster over my lie very swiftly. "l know ClovisisM-B and
will never return my feelings," 1'd said, again and again. "It'sjust asilly crush. I've
done what you taught me, and gone through my own psychological motivations. I'm
almost over it. But | had to let you know. | always feel better when | tell you things."
Oh, how could | cheat her of the facts like that? Why should | have felt so sure |
mustn't reveal the truth? Eventually she mixed me a sedative and she left me. The
sedative was whipped-strawberry flavor and | was tempted to drink it, but | didn't.
Quite suddenly, about ten minutes after | heard the Baxter rumble up out of the
roof-hatch, and the Vista had stopped vibrating, what | had said about loving Clovis
abruptly struct me as hilarious, and | howled with laughter, rolling all over the couch.
It was, possibly, the stupidest thing | could have come up with, even in sheer
desperation. One day | might tell him, and Clovis would howl, too.

When | stopped laughing, | keyed the alcohol dispenser and got it to pour me one
of the martinis my mother likes. | had another bath, and put on a black dress, and
plugged in the hairdresser unit and let it put rollersin my hair. My face in the mirror
was white, and my eyes, too dark to be properly green, were almost black | don't
like makeup, actualy. It feels sticky on my skin and sometimes | forget I'm wearing it
and rub my hand over my cheeks and smear my rouge. But there was a lot of
mascara left on | hadn't taken off last night or cried of this morning. It's supposed to
be runproof, and it partly is| tidied it and added some more, and crayoned my
mouth Autumn Beech Leaf. | drank the salty martini, pretending | liked it, and the
hairdresser took out the rollers and brushed my hair, and | painted my nails black.
All of which, inaway, tells you what | was about to do.

When | dialed the robot operator, my hands and my voice were shaking.
"What number do you require?'
"The number of Electronic Metals Ltd."



"At your service."

The video shook with me, in little lines of light, then cleared. There was a small
blank area with a man projected like a cutout on it, in one of those four-piece suits
jacket, pants, waistcoat and shirt of a matching pale grey silky material, and tinted
glasses on aclassic nose. He looked cheerfully at me, his manicured hands holding
on tight to each other. A small sign lit up in front of him, which said: SWOHNSON.

"Swohnson of Electronic Metals. How can | help you?"
And he beamed and licked his lips. He was eager. For a sale?

"Thisisjust aninquiry,” | said. | pitched my voice over its own cracks and
tremors. "Y ou are the firm that sent those robots out into the city yesterday?"

"Er, yes. Yes. Electronic Metals. That'sus."
"The special and the Sophisticated formats?"

"The specials. Twenty-four models. Metal and reinforced plastic. Sophisticated
Format line. All-metal. Nine models. What was your inquiry?"'

My white face flamed, but perhaps he couldn't seeit.

"I'minterested in the cost of hire."

"Hire not sale. Er. We're thinking of cutting back on that."

"I happen to know one of the Sophisticated line was hired last night."

"Oh, yes. They all were. But that was part of the, ah, the advertising campaign. A
one day, one night venture. These robots are really for exhibition only. At the
present.”

"Not for sale."

"Ah. Sale might be adifferent matter. Did you have purchase in mind?"

| wouldn't let him upstage me. For some reason, he was as nervous as | was.
"No. | had hirein mind. Let me speak to the Director."

"Ah—just wait a moment—I'm not trying to give abad impression here." Human
employee, agood job, worried about losing it. | felt mean. "Ah. We have afew
problems at this end.”

"With the robots."
"With, er, transportation.”

"Y our robots are locomotive. They were walking all over the city like people
yesterday. If | hire one, why can't it just walk out of the door with me?"

"Um. Between ourselves, not everyone likes the idea of what these magnificent
robots can do. A further threat to the last bastions of human employment potential.
Y ou know the sort of thing. Bit of a crowd. Bit of trouble.”

"Trouble?'

"The, ah, the police have arrived. But it's a peaceful demonstration, so far. Until



any violence breaks out, the crowd probably can't be moved. And if it does break
out—well, we'd rather none of our merchandise was in the thick of it—Ah!" He
glanced downward, and his eyes behind the tinted spectacles bulged. A white glow
was playing over his chin and through the sign with his name. | realized a message
panel must have lit up out of sight on his desk console. The message didn't look as
if it was very comforting. "Um," he said. "I, er, think | said more than | ought. Ha,
ha. Look, madam, I'll patch you through to our contact department on relay. Leave
your code and number and E.M. can call you tomorrow to discuss your wishes. Just
hold, if you will, and I'll put you through."

The video fluttered, and | hit the switch wildly.

And why did | do that? Maybe only because tomorrow was a hundred years
away, and would be too late.

And what now?

| walked along the Vista, past al the bubbles of sky, and back again. It was ared
dog-end of a sunset tonight. Claret-colored, like Silver's cloak. Like Silver's hair.

| thought about the subsistence riots on the news channel. They say no one can
realy live on asub. check. Sometimes robot circuits were vandalized by the frenzied
unemployed, though usually the built-in alarms and defense e ectric-shock
mechanisms deter vandals. But the news channel had reported a machinery
warehouse had burned down in oneriot. That was thousands of miles away. But
suppose the peaceful crowd outside Electronic Metals got out of hand? Not water,
but fire. Hisface, like awax angel's, dissolving—

| ran to the phone and called Clovis again.

"Thisis Clovis's answering tape. Right now Clovisis committing sodomy. Call
back in an hour, when | regret you may still receive the same answer."

(Clovis, actually, leaves this message even if he's gone out to arestaurant, or to
the beach for a week. Davideed, who once got the message over and over for two
days, rushed to the New River apartment and shouted at the door, which was
locked. And when one of Clovis's discarded, |eft-behind, just-packing-to-leave
lovers opened it, Davideed hit him.)

The sunset turned to hot ashes, and then to cold ones. The night would gather in
the city and the lights would flower. The crowd waiting outside Electronic Metals
would begin to understand how pretty buildings look when they bum in the dark.

| switched on the local news channel. They talked about a new subway to be
built, about a gang fight near the Old River, about arise in cigarine prices due to the
heavy crop losses in one of the more earthquake-active zones. Then | heard and saw
the crowd, which had gathered in East Arbor around the gates of Electronic Metals
Ltd., and they were growing restless. People shouted before the shabby glass
facade. The newscaster told me about robots, how they're important, and why
workers hate them. The news didn't seem to have grasped that E.M.'s robots were
different. Or perhaps they were just trying not to advertise. The crowd went on
shouting. There only appeared to be a couple of hundred people. Enough to start a



fire. But | would be safe. The policode | wore would protect me, with its guaranty
that it takes exact body-readings of anyone who assaults the wearer, while instantly
summoning the police. There were police anyway, watching the crowd. | could see
their little planes going over and back against the deepening sky of dusk in the
screen, and sometimes their lights played on the building and the people.

But if | were there, what would | do? What difference could | make? It was
pointless to go, to be there. If | negotiated the mob, who would open E.M.'s door to
me with al that outside? | might be aringleader determined to force an entry.

| left the news channel on as | walked up and down the Vista. Then someone
threw a bottle. The camerafollowed it. It hit the facade of Electronic Metals and
shattered.

Outside, across the Canyon, the seven P.M. flyer would be floating like a moth
toward the platform. In fifteen minutes | could be over the Old River, in twenty |
could be getting off at South Arbor, running the three blocks to East. The Arbors
are arough area, a big trash can of derelict offices and subsided stories not yet
rebuilt after the Asteroid tremors, with, here and there, a nightclub perched like a
vulture deliberately on the ruins, or some struggling enterprise starting up in a
renovated warehouse, with a frontage of sprayed-on glass.

If I let the fly