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Every few years there appears a movement to improve or modernize or even "futu
rize" the writing of science fiction. The classic example was the New Wave, which
had an effect on the style of SF literature and has been comfortably tamed and
digested. Now there is something called " cyberpunk, ™ of which we have yet to
learn a clear definition. It has something to do with computers and their
programming and possi bl y— considering the derogatory term " punk "—with
snubbing accepted traditions. This short story is said to be an example of
"cyberpunk.” It is certainly different from anything H.G. Wells, Jules Verne, or
Hugo Gernsback would have dreamed up.

First you see video. Then you wear video. Then you eat video. Then you be video.
—The Gospel According to Visual Mark

Weatch or Be Watched.
—Pretty Boy Credo

"Who made you?'
"Y ou mean recently?"

Mohawk on the door smiles and takes his picture. "Y ou in. But only you, okay? Don't try to get no
friendsin, hear that?'

"l hear. And | ain't nofool, foal. I got no friends.”
Mohawk leers, leaning forward. "Pretty Boy like you, no friends?

"Not in thisworld." He pushes past the M ohawk, ignoring the kissy-kissy sounds. Hewould like to
crack the bridge of the Mohawk's nose and shove bone splintersinto hisbrain but heislately making
more effort to control histemper and besides, he'snot sureif any of that bone splintersin the brain stuff is
redly true. Hes a Pretty Boy, dl of sixteen yearsold, and tonight could be hislast chance.

The clubisNoise. Can't sneak into the bathroom for quiet, the Noiseis piped in there, too. Want to
get away from Noise? Why? No reason. But this Pretty Boy has learned to think between the bests.
Like waking between the raindropsto stay dry, but he can do it. This Pretty Boy thinksthingsal thetim
e—all thetime. Subversive (and, he thinks so much that he knows that word subversive, sxteen, Pretty,
or not). He thinksthingslike how many Einsteins have died of hunger and thirst under a hot African
sun and why can't you remember being born and why is music common to every culture and
especidly how much was there going on that he didn't know about and how could he find out
about it.

Andthisisdl thetime, onething after another running in hishead, you can see by hiseyes. It'sfor
def not much like a Pretty Boy but it's one reason why they want him. That he is a Pretty Boy is another
and one reason why they're halfway home getting him.

He knows al about them. Everybody knows about them and everybody wants them to pause, look
twice, and cough up acard that says, Y es, we see possibilities, please come to the following address
during regular business hours on the next regular business day for regular further review. Everyone wants



it but this Pretty Boy, who once got five cardsin anight and tore them al up. But here heis, ill aPretty
Boy. He thinks enough to know thisisafailing in himsdlf, that he likes being Pretty and chased and that is
how they could end up getting him after al and that's b-b-b-bad. When he thinks about it, he thinks it
with the stutter. B-b-b-bad. B-b-b-bad for him because he doesn't God help him want it, no, no
n-n-n-no. Which may make him the strangest Pretty Boy il live tonight and every night.

Still live and standing in the club where only the Prettiest Pretty Boys can get in any more. Pretty
Girls are too easy, they've got to be better than Pretty and besides, Pretty Boys like to be Pretty al aon
€, no help thank you so much. This Pretty Boy doesn't mind Pretty Girls or any other kind of girls. Lately,
though he has begun to wonder how much longer it will be for him. Two years? Possibly alittle longer?
By threeit will befor def over and the Mohawk on the door will as soon spit in hisface asleer init.

If they don't get to him.

Andif they do get to him, then it's never over and he can be wherever he choosesto be and
wherever that iswill be the center of the universe. They promiseit, unlimited accessin your free hours
and endless hot season, endless youth. Pretty Boy Heaven, and to get there, they say, you don't even
redly haveto die.

Helooks up the dj's roogt, far above the bobbing, boogieing crowd on the dance floor. They il
cal them djs even though they aren't discs any more, they're chips and there's more than just sound on a
lot of them. The great hyper-program, he's been told, the ultimate of ultimates, a short walk from there to
the fourth dimension. He suspects this stuff comes from low-steppers shilling for them, hoping they'll get
auditioned if they do agood enough shuck job. Nobody knowswhat it's really like except the oneswho
arethere and you can't trust them, he figures. Because maybe they aren't, any more. Not redlly.

The dj sees his Pretty upturned face, recognizes him even though it's been awhile since he's come
back here. Part of it was wanting to stay away from them and part of it was that the thug on the door
might not let him in. And then, of course, he had to come, to seeif he could get in, to seeif anyone ill
wanted him. What was the point of Pretty if there was nobody to care and watch and pursue? Even now,
heisamost sure he can fed the room rearranging itself around his presencein it and the dj confirmsthis
istrue by holding up achip and pointing it to the left.

They are squatting on the make-believe stairs by the screen, reminding him of pigeons plotting to
take over the world. He doesn't look too long, doesn't want to give them theidea held liketo talk. But as
he turns away, one, the younger man, startsto get up. The older man and the woman pull him back.

He pretends abig interest in the figures lining the nearest wall. Some are Pretty, some arefemale,
some are undecided, some are very bizarre, or wedlthy, or just charity cases. They al notice him and
adjust themselvesfor his perusal.

Then one end of the room lights up with color and new noise. Bodies dance and stumble back from
the screen where images are forming to rough music.

It's Bobby, heredlizes.

A moment | ater, there's Bobby's face on the screen, sixteen feet high, even Prettier than he'd been
when he was |oose among the mortals. The sight of Bobby's Pretty-Pretty face fills him with anger and
dismay and afedling of loss so great he would strike anyone who spoke Bobby's name without his
permission.

Bobby'slovely date-gray eyes scan the room. They've told him senses are heightened after you
make the change and go over but he's not so sure how that's supposed to work. Bobby looks kind of
blind up there on the screen. A few people wave at Bobby—the dorks they et in so the rest can have
someoneto be hip in front of—but Bobby's eyes move dowly back and forth, back and forth, and then
stop, looking right & him.

"Ah..." Bobby whispersit, long and drawn out. "Aaaaaa-hhhh."

Helifts hischin belligerently and stares back at Bobby.



"Y ou don't haveto die any more," Bobby says silkily. Music bounces under hiswords. "It's beautiful
in here. The dreams can be asred as you want them to be. And if you want to be, you can be with me."

He knowsthe commercia isnot aimed only at him but it doesn't matter. Thisis Bobby. Bobby's
voice seemsto be pouring over him, caressing him, and it fedstoo much like ataunt. The night before
Bobby went over, hetried to talk him out of it, knowing it wouldn't work. If they'd actualy refused him,
Bobby would have killed himsdlf, like Franco had.

But now Bobby would live forever and ever, if you believed what they said. The music comes up
louder but Bobby's eyes are till on him. He sees Bobby mouth his name.

"Can you redly see me, Bobby?' he says. Hisvoice doesn't make it over the music but if Bobby's
senses are S0 heightened, maybe he hearsit anyway. If he does, he doesn't choose to answer. Themusic
isabumped up remix of asong Bobby used to party-till-he-puked to. The giant Bobby-face fades away
to be replaced with awhole Bobby, somewhat larger than life, dancing better than the old Bobby ever
could, whirling ong changing scenes of streets, rooftops and beaches. The locaes are nothing specia
but Bobby never did have al that much imagination, never wanted to go to Mars or even to the South
Pole, dwaysjust to the hottest club. Always he liked being the exatic in plain surroundings and he il
likesit. He alwaysloved to get the looks. To be watched, worshipped, pursued. Y eah. He can seethisis
Bobby-heaven. The whole world will be giving him thelooks now.

The background on the screen goes from street to the inside of aclub; this club, only larger, better,
with an even hipper crowd, and Bobby shaking it with them. Half theredl crowd isforgetting to dance
now because they're watching Bobby, hoping he's put some of them into hisvideo. Y eah, that's the
dream, get yoursdlf remixed in the extended dance version.

His own attention driftsto the fake stairs that don't lead anywhere. They're fill perched on them, the
only people who are watching him instead of Bobby. The woman, looking overaged in apurple plastic
sacsuit, isfingering acard.

Helooks up at Bobby again. Bobby is dancing in place and looking back at him, or so it seems.
Bobby's lips move soundlessy but so precisdy he can read the words. This can be you. Never get old,
never get tired, it's never last call, nothing happens unless you want it to and it could be you. You.
You. Bobby's hands point to him on the beat. You. You. You.

Bobby. Can you really see me?
Bobby suddenly breaksinto laughter and turns away, shaking it some more.

He sees the Mohawk from the door pushing his way through the crowd, thereal crowd, and he gets
anxious. The Mohawk goes straight for the stairs, where they make room for him, rubbing the bristly red
grip of hair running down the center of his head as though they were greeting afavored pet. The
Mohawk looks as satisfied as a professiona glutton after afoodrace victory. He wonders what they
promised the Mohawk for letting him in. Maybe some kind of limited contract. Maybe even atry-out.

Now they are dl watching him together. Defiantly, hetouchesatal girl dancing nearby and joins her
rhythm. She smiles down a him, moving between him and them purely by chance but it endears her to
him anyway. Sheiswearing aflap of tranducent rag over secondskins, like an old-time showgirl. Over
sx feet tal, not beautiful with that nose, not even pretty, but they let her in so she could betdl. She
probably doesn't know that; she probably doesn't know anything that goes on and never redly will. For
that reason, he can forgive her the hard-tech orange hair.

A Rude Boy brushes againgt him in the course of adervish turn, asking acknowledgment by ignoring
him. Rude Boys haven't changed in more decades than anyone's kept track of, asthough it were the
same little group of leathered and chained troopers buggering their way down the years. The Rude Boy
isn't dancing with anyone. Rude Boys never do. But this one could be handy, in case of an emergency.

Thegirl isdancing hard, smiling a him. He smilesback, moving dightly to her right, watching Bobby
possibly watching him. He still can't tell if Bobby redly sees anything. The scene behind Bobby isill a
double of the club, getting hipper and hipper if that's possible. The music keeps snapping back to itsfirst



peak passage. Then Bobby gestures like God and he sees himself. Heis dancing next to Bobby, Prettier
than he ever could be, just the way they promise. Bobby doesn't ook at the phantom but at him where
heredly is lipsmoving again. If you want to be, you can be with me. And so can she.

Histall partner appears next to the phantom of himself. Sheisaso much improved, though still not
Pretty, or even pretty. Thered girl turns and sees hersdf and there's no mistaking the delight in her face.
Queen of the Hop for aminute or two. Then Bobby sends her image away so that it's just the two of
them, two Pretty Boys dancing the night away, private party, stranger go find your own good time. How
it used to be sometimesin red life, between just the two of them. He remembers hard.

"B-b-b-bobby!" heyells, the old stutter reappearing. Bobby's image seemsto give ajump, as
though he findly heard. He forgets everything, the girl, the Rude Boy, the Mohawk, them on the stairs,
and plunges through the crowd toward the screen. People fall away from him asthough they were
re-enacting the Red Sea. He divesfor the screen, for Bobby, not caring how it must look to anyone.
What would they know about it, any of them. He can't remember in hiswhole Sixteen years ever hearing
one person say, / love my friend. Not Bobby, not even himself.

He fetches up against the screen like adap and hangs there, face pressed to the glass. He can't see
it now but on the screen Bobby would seem to be looking down at him. Bobby never stops dancing.

The Mohawk comes and pedls him off. The others swarm up and take him away. Thetal girl
watches dl thiswith the expression of awoman who lives upstairs from Cinderdllaand wearsthe same
shoe size. She stareslongingly at the screen. Bobby waves bye-bye and turns away.

"Of course, the processisn't reversible,” saysthe older man. The stedy hair has acareful bluetint;
he has sense enough to stay out of hip clothes.

They havelaid him out on alounger with atray of refreshments right by him. Probably dap his hand
if hereachesfor any, hethinks.

"Onceyou've digtilled something to pureinformation, it just can't be recongtituted in aless efficient
form," the woman explains, smiling. Therésno warmth to her. A less efficient form. If that'swhat she
redly thinks, he knows he should be plenty scared of these people. Did she say thingslike that to
Bobby? And did it make him even more eager?

"There may be no more exdted aform of existence than to live as sentient information,” she goes on.
"Though alot more research must be done before we can of fer conversion on alarger scae.”

"Yeah?' he says. "Do they know that, Bobby and the rest?"

"Oh, there's nothing to worry about," says the younger man. He looks as though he's till getting over
the pain of having outgrown his boogie shoes. "The system's quite perfected. What Grethe meansiswe
want to research more applicationsfor this new form of existence.”

"Why not go over yourselves and do that, if it's so exalted.”
"There are certain things that need to be done on thisside," the woman says bitchily. "Just becaus

e—

"Grethe." The older man shakes his head. She pats her dicked-back hair as though to soothe herself
and moves away.

"We have other plansfor Bobby when he getstired of being featured in clubs," the older man says.
"Even now, we're educating him, adding more datato his basic information configuration—"

"That would mean he an't redly Bobby any more, then, huh?!

The man laughs. "Of course he's Bobby. Do you change into someone else every time you learn
something new?’

"Canyou provel don't?"

The man eyeshimwarily. "Look. You saw him. Wasthat Bobby?*

"| saw avideo of Bobby dancing on agiant screen.”



"That is Bobby and it will remain Bobby no matter what, whether he's poured into avideo screenin
adot pattern or transmitted the length of the universe.”

"That what you got in mind for him? Send amessage to nowhere and the messageishim?"

"We could. But we're not going to. We're introducing him to the concept of higher dimensions. The
way heisnow, he could possibly break out of the three-dimensiond level of existence, pioneer awhole
new plane of redity.”

"Y eah? And how do you think you're gonna get Bobby to do that?"

"We convince him it'sentertaining.”

Helaughs. "That'sagood one. Y eah. Entertainment. Y ou get to ahigher leved of existence and youll
open aclub there that only the hippest can get into. It figures.”

The older man'sface getshard. "That'swhat al you Pretty Boys are crazy for, isn't it?
Entertanment?"

Helooks around. The room must have been adressing room or something back in the dayswhen
bands had been live. Somewhere overhead he can hear the faint noise of the club but he can't tell if
Bobby'sill on. "Y ou cdl thisentertainment?”

"I'mtired of thislittle prick," the woman chimesin. "He's thrown away opportunities other people
would kill for—"

He makesarude noise. "Y eah, weld dl kill to be someone's data chip. Youthink | redly believe
Bobby'sred just because | can see him on a screen?”

The older man turnsto the younger one. ""Phone up and have them pipe Bobby down here." Then he
swings the lounger around so it faces a nice modern screen implanted in a shored-up cement-block wall.

"Bobby will join us shortly. Then he can tell you whether he'sred or not himsalf. How will that be
for you?'

He stares hard at the screen, ignoring the man, waiting for Bobby's image to appear. Asthough they

redlly bothered to communicate regularly with Bobby thisway. Feed in that kind of dataand memory and
Bobby'll beieveit. He shifts uncomfortably, suddenly wondering how far he could get if he moved fast
enough.

"My boy, " says Bobby's sweet voice from the spesker on elther side of the screen and he forces
himsdlf to keep looking as Bobby fadesin, presenting himsdf on the same kind of lounger and looking
mildly exerted, asthough he's just come off the dance floor for redl. " Saw you shakin' it upstairs awhile
ago. Y ou haven't been here for such along time. What's the story?*

He opens his mouth but there's no sound. Bobby looks at him with boundless patience and
indulgence. So Pretty, hair the perfect shade now and not a bit dry from the dyes and lighteners, skin
flawless and shining like ahedthy angd. Overnight angd, just like the old song.

"My boy," saysBobby. "Areyou struck, like, shy or dead?"
He closes his mouth, takes one breeth. "1 don't likeit, Bobby. | don't likeit thisway."

"Of course not, lover. Y ou're the Watcher, not the Watchee, that'swhy. Get yoursdlf picked up for
aseason or two and your digposition will change.™

"Youredly likeit, Bobby, being ablip onachip?'

"Blip onachip, your ass. I'm auniverse now. I'm, like, everything. And, hey, dig—'m on every
channd." Bobby laughed. "I'm happy I'm sad!"

"S-A-D," comesin the older man. "Sdf-Aware Data”
"Oo00-eee," he says. "Too clever for me. Can | get out of here now?"
"What's your hurry?' Bobby pouts. "Just because | went over you don't love me anymore?”

"Y ou dways were screwed up about that, Bobby. Do you know the dif ference between being loved
and being watched?'



" Sophisticated boy," Bobby says. "So wise, so learned. So fully packed. On thisside, thereisno diff
erence. Maybe there never was. If you love me, you watch me. If you don't ook, you don't care and if
you don't care | don't matter. If | don't matter, | don't exist. Right?"

He shakes his head.

"No, my boy, | am right." Bobby laughs. "Y ou believe I'm right, becauseif you didn't, you wouldn't
come shaking your Pretty Boy assin aplace like this, now, would you? Y ou like to be watched, get
seen. You seeme, | seeyou. Lifegoeson.”

Helooks up at the older man, needing relief from Bobby's pure Prettiness. "How does he see me?”
"Sensorsin the equipment. Technica stuff, nothing you care about.”

He sghs. He should be upstairs or across town, shaking it with everyone ese, living Pretty for as
long as he could. Maybe in another few months, this way would begin to look good to him. By then they
might be off Pretty Boys and |ooking for some other type and there held be, out in the cold-cold, diding
down the other side of his peak and no one would want him. Shut out of something going on that he
might want to know about after dl. Can hefaceit? He glances at the younger man. All grown up and no
placeto glow. Yeah, but can he faceit?

He doesn't know. Used to be there wasn't much of achoice and now that thereis, it only seemsto
make it worse. Bobby'simage lookslikeit's studying him for some kind of sign, Pretty eyes bright,

hopeful.

The older man leans down and speaks low into his ear. "We need to get you before you're
twenty-five, before the brain stops growing. A mind taken from a gtill-growing brain will blossom and
adapt. Some of Bobby's predecessors have made marve ous adaptation to their new medium. Pure
video: thereés a gtaff that does nothing al day but watch and interpret their symbolsfor breakthroughsin
thought. And welll be taking Pretty Boysfor aslong asthey're publicly sought-after. 1t's the most efficient
way to find the best performers, go for the ones everyone wants to see or be. The top of thetrend is
closest to heaven. And even if you never make a breakthrough, you'll still be entertainment. Not such a
bad way to live for a Pretty Boy. Never have to age, to be sick, to lose touch. Y ou spent most of your
life young, why learn how to be old? Why learn how to live without al the things you have now—"

He puts his hands over hisears. The older manisgtill talking and Bobby is saying something and the
younger man and the woman come over to try to do something about him. Refreshments are faling off
thetray. He struggles out of the lounger and makes for the door.

"Hey, my boy," Bobby calsafter him. "Gimme aminute here, gimme whét the problem is”
He doesn't answer. What can you tell someone made of pure information anyway?'

Therésanew guy on the front door, bigger and meaner than His Mohawkness but he's only thereto
keep people out, not to keep anyone in. Y ou want to jump ship, go to, you poor un-hip asshole. Even if
you are a Pretty Boy. Hereadsit in the guy's face as he passes from noise into the three am quiet of the
Sreet.

They let him go. He doesn't fool himself about that part. They let him out of the room because they
know dl about him. They know he liveslike Bobby lived, they know he loveswhat Bobby loved—the
clubs, the admiration, the lust of strangersfor his persona magic. He can't say he doesn't love that,
because he does. Heisn't even sureif helovesit more than he ever loved Bobby, or if helovesit more
than being dive. Than being live.

And hereit is, threeam., clubbing prime time, and heis moving toward home. Maybe heis a poor
un-hip asshole after dl, no matter what he loves. Too stupid even to tay in the club, let done grab aride
to heaven. Still he kegps moving, unbothered by the chill but feding it. Bobby doesn't have to go homein
the cold any more, he thinks. Bobby doesn't even have to get through the hours between club-timesif he
doesn't want to. All timesare now primetimefor Bobby. Even if he gets unplugged, helll never know the
dfference. Poof, it'saday later, poof, it'sayear later, poof, you're out for good. Painlesdy.



Maybe Bobby hastheright idea, he thinks, moving aong the empty sidewalk. If he goes over
tomorrow, who will notice? Like when he left the dance floor—people will come and fill up the space.
Ultimately, it wouldn't make any difference to anyone.

He smiles suddenly. Except them. Aslong asthey don't have him, he makes adifference. Aslong as
he has flesh to shake and flaunt and fed with, he makes a pretty goddamn big differenceto them. Even
after they don't want him any more, he will ill be the onethey didn't get. He rubs his hands together
againg the chill, feding the skin rubbing skin, redly feeling it for thefirst timein along time, and hethinks
about sixteen million thingsdl at once, maybe one thing for every brain cel he's using, or maybe onething
for every brain cdl yet to come.

He keegps moving, holding to the big thought, making adifference, and al thelittle things they won't
be making a program out of. He's lightheaded with joy—he doesn't know what's going to happen.
Neither do they.



