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IN THE UPPER ROOM

"You will fed adight chill,” the attendant said. "Don't worry about it. Just go with it,
OoK?'

"OK," | said. | had heard dl this before.

"You will fed adight disorientation. Don't worry about it. A part of you will be aware of
where you are, and another part will be aware of where you redly are, if you know whét |
mean. Just go with it, OK?"

"OK," I sad. "Actudly, | have heard al this before. | was on Amazon Adventure last
year."

"You were? Well, | am required to say it anyway," the attendant said. "Where was |? Oh
yes, go dow!" He wore squeaky shoes and awhite coat and carried alittle slver hammer
in aloop on his parts. "If you look at things too closdly & firgt, nothing will be there. But
if you take your time, everything will appear, OK?'

"OK," | said. "What abouit--?"

"Y ou won't know her name," he said. "Not in the demo. But if you sign up for atour, you
will know it automatically. Ready? Lie down. Take a deep breath.”

Ready or not, the drawer started diding in and | felt amoment of panic, which |
remembered from last year. The panic makes you take another breath, and then thereis
the sharp smdl| of the Vitazing(TM), and there you are. It islike waking from a dream. |
was in asunlit room with athick pile rug and high French windows. She stood at the
windows overlooking what appeared to be a busy street, aslong as you were careful not
to look &t it too closdly.

| was careful not to look at it too closely. She was wearing a burgundy sandwashed silk
chemise with a sheer lace empire bodice, cross-laced on the low plunge back. No
gtockings. | have never liked stockings. She was barefoot but | couldn't make out her feet.
| was careful not to look at them too closdly.

| liked the way the bodice did on the Sides. After awhile | looked around the room. There
was wicker furniture and afew potted plants by alow door. | had to duck my head to step
through and | was in akitchen with atile floor and blue cabinets. She stood at the Sink
under alittle window that overlooked a green, glistening yard. She was wearing along-
deeved dretch panné velvet bodysuit with alow sweetheart neckline, high-cut sides, and
afull back. | liked the way the velvet did in the back. | stood beside her at the window
watching the robins arrive and depart on the grass. It was the same robin over and over.

A white wall phone rang. She picked it up and handed it to me, and as soon as | put the

receiver to my ear and heard the tone, | was looking up toward what seemed, at first, to
be clouds but was in fact the water-stained celling of the Departure Hall.
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| st up. "That'sit?" | asked.

"That's the demo,” said the attendant, who was hurrying over to my opened drawer, shoes
squeaking. "The phone iswhat exits you out of the system. Like the doors elevate you
fromlevd to levd."

"I likeit," | said. "My vacation starts tomorrow. Where do | sgn up?"

"Sow down," he said, helping me out of the drawer. "The Veep is by invitation only.
You haveto tak to Cisnerosin Client Servicesfirg."

"TheVeep?'
"That'swhat we cdl it sometimes.”

"Last year | did the Amazon Adventure,” | said to Dr. Cisneros. "Thisyear | have aweek,
garting tomorrow, and | came in to sign up for the Arctic Adventure. That's when | saw
the Victorias Palace demo in the brochure.”

"Victoridsis just opening,” she said. "Actudly we are till beta testing sectors of it. Only
the middle and upper middle rooms are open. But that should be plenty for afive day
tour."

"How many roomsisthat?'

"Lots" She amiled. Her teeth looked new. The little thing on her desk said B. Cisneros,
PhD. "Technicdly spesking, the Veep isahierarchicd pyramid string, so the middle and
upper middle includes al the rooms but one. All but the Upper Room.”

| blushed. I'm adways blushing.

"Y ou wouldn't be getting that high in just five days anyway." She showed me her new
teeth again. "And since were il betatesting, we can make you a specid offer. The same
price they charge for the Arctic and Amazon adventures. A five-day ‘week,' nineto five,
for $899. The price will go up subgtantialy when Victorias Pdace is fully open next

year, | can assure you."

"l likeit," I sad. | stood up. "Where do | go to pay?"
"Accounts. But St back down." She opened amanilafolder. "First | am required to ask a
clinical question. Which is: why do you want to spend your vacetion in Victorias

Palace?'

| shrugged to keep from blushing. "It's different and that appedsto me. Y ou might say
I'masort of aVR fresk."
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"Direct Experience," she corrected primly. "And the word is enthusast.”

"DE, then. Whatever." Every company hasits own namefor it. "Anyway, | likeit. My
mother says|--"

Dr. Cisneros cut me off by raisng her hand like atraffic cop. "Thisis not the answer |
need,” she said. "Let me explain. Because of its content, Victorias Pdace is not licensed
as an adventure smulation like the Arctic or the Amazon. Under our certification, we can
operate only as a thergpeautic Smulation. Are you married?"

"Sort of," | said. | could just as easily have said, "Not exactly."

"Good." She made amark in the folder. "Our most acceptable Victorias Paace clients--
the only ones we can accept, in fact--are married men who want to improve the intimacy
leve of their relaionships through frank exploration of their innermogt sexud fantases™

"That'sme" | sad. "A married man who wants to enter the most intimacy through
Frank's sexud fantases.”

"Close enough,” Dr, Cisneros said. She made another mark in the folder and did it
toward me with smile. "Sign this release and you can start tomorrow morning a nine.
Accounts is down the hal on the |ft.”

That night Mother asked, "What did you do today? If anything.”

"l signed up at Inward Bound," | said. "My vacation starts tomorrow."

"Y ou haven't worked in two years."

"l quit my job," | said. "'l didn't quit my vacetion.”

"Didn't you do Inward Bound aready?"

"I did the Amazon Adventure last year. Thisyear I'm doing the, uh, Arctic Adventure.”
Mother looked skeptica. She dways looks skeptical.

"We're going for ased hunt dong the edge of the polyna,” | said.

"Who's this Pollyanna? Somebody new at last?"

"It's where the ice never freezes over."

"Suit yoursdlf,” Mother said. "But you don't need me to tell you that. Y ou dways have.
Y ou got another letter from Peggy Sue today.”
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"Her name is Barbara Ann, Mother."

"Whatever. | Sgned for it and put it with the others. Don't you think you ought to at least
open it? Y ou have a stack this high on that thing you cdl a dresser.”

"What's for supper,” | said to change the subject.

The next morning | wasfirg in line a Inward Bound. | was let into the Departure Hall at
precisaly nine, and | sat down on astool outside my drawer and changed into robe and
sandals.

"What's the little Slver hammer for?' | asked the attendant when he showed up in his
sgueaky shoes.

"Sometimes the drawers are hard to open,” he said. "Or close. Lie down. You did the
Amazon lagt summer, right?"

| nodded.

"| thought s0. | never forget aface He was gticking the little things to my forehead.
"How high did you go? Could you see the Andy's?"

"The Andes" | said. "You could see them in the distance. Thejungle girls wore little bark
bras."

"Youll see plenty of little bras in the Veep. Five dayswill get you pretty high there too.
Don't look around the rooms too soon, because as soon as you see adoor you will go
through it. Sow down and enjoy yoursdlf. Close your eyes.”

| closed my eyes. "Thanks for thetip,” | said.

"1 worked on the programming,” he said. "Bresthe deep.” The drawer did in there was
the sharp smdll of the Vitazing(TM) and it was like waking from adream. | wasin a dark,
wood-paneled library. She was standing by an arched Tudor window with narrow panes
overlooking what appeared to be a garden. She was wearing a tangerine seamed silk
charmeuse teddy with flutters of lace trim at the sdes and alow cut bodice with covered
buttons and lace trimmed wide-set straps. For amoment | thought | didn't know her
name, but then | said it: "Chemise" It was like opening your hand and finding something
you had forgotten you were holding.

| joined her at the window. The garden was filled with low hedges and gravel walks that
spun if you looked at them too closdly. | looked away and that's when | saw the door. It
was in the far wal, between two bookcases. | ducked my head to go through and | wasin
awallpapered bedroom with white-framed windows. The floor was pine with knitted
throw rugs.
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"Chemise," | said. She was standing between two windows wearing a strapless bodysuit
in creamy white stretch satin, with underwire cups and a plunging V-centre. The cups
were edged with white lace. The treetops just below the window were shimmering asif in
abreeze.

| was getting higher. The sheer satin back of her bodysuit was cut in alow V that
matched the V in front. | liked the way the straps did. As soon as | turned away | saw the
door. It was down one step, and | had to duck my head, and | wasin along, dark room
with narrow windows hung with heavy drapes. Chemise was knedling on a curved love
seet wearing a baby blue baby doll in sheer tulle with lace trim, over aruffled braand
matching panty. Using one hand | pulled back the drapes. | could see treetops far below,
and benesth them, brick streets wet with rain.

| sat down beside her. Her face was till turned away but | could tdll that she was amiling.
And why not? She didn't exist unless | was with her. She wore little dippers trimmed
with lace like her panties. I'm not into feet but they made her feet look sexy. | lingered,
letting the lace on her panties make an identica pattern on my heart. Then | thought |
heard afant voice cdling for hdp.

| turned and saw alow, arched hole in the wall. It was hardly bigger than amousehole. |
had to lie flat on my belly, and even then | could barely squirm through one shoulder a a
time.

| was in a concrete-floored hdlway with no windows. The walls were bare. The floor was
cold and it doped in two directions a once. It was hard to stand. There was a stack of
new lumber againgt one wall and a girl was Stting on it wearing ared hat.

A baseball cap type hat. She stood up. She was wearing a tee shirt that read:

MERLYN SISTEMS

Software that works hard.

| could fed mysdf getting confused. "Chemise?"

"Not Chemise," she said.

"Not Chemise" | said. "What are you doing here? Thisis my--"

"Thisisnt your anything," she said. "Y ou're not in the Veep right now. Y ou're running
pardld, in aprogrammer's loop.”

"How did you get here, then?"

"I'm the programmer.”
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"A girl?"

"Of course, agirl." She was wearing full cut white cotton panties under her tee shirt.
"What do you think?'

"I'm not supposed to have to think." | could fed myself getting annoyed. "Thisis Direct
Experience. And you are not one of my fantasies.

"Don't betoo sure. I'm adamsd in distress. And you're aguy. You came when | called,
didn't you? | need your help to get to the Upper Room."

The Upper Room! She said it so casudly. "They told me it's--not open yet."

"Itisif you know how to get toit,” she sad. "Therés a short cut through the
mouseholes”

"Mouseholes?"

"Y ou ask too many questions. I'll show you. But you have to do exactly what | say. You
can't be looking around on your own."

"Why not?" | could fed mysdlf getting annoyed again. | looked around the room jugt to
prove | could. | saw adoor.

"Because ... " she said, behind me.

But | was dready stepping through, ducking my head. | wasin an old-fashioned kitchen
with white painted wooden cabinets. Chemise stood at the counter stirring apot with a
pair of big scissors. She was wearing alow cut, smooth fitting strapless braiin stretch
stin and lace with lightly lined underwire cups, and a high cut, wide band brief with a
sheer lace pand in the front, al in white. "Chemise!” | said. | wondered if she wondered
where | had been.

But of course she hadn't. Behind her someone was ether getting into or out of a pantry
door.

It was me.

| was wearing an Inward Bound robe and shower sandals.
It was me.

| was wearing an Inward

It was
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| was looking straight up at the water-stained celling of the Departure Hall.

"What happened?’ | asked. My heart was pounding. | could hear shoes squeaking
frantically. A buzzer was buzzing somewhere. Mine was the only drawer that was open.

"System crash,” the atendant said. "They want to see you upgtairsin Client Services.
Right avay."

"Out bitmaps show you in places you couldn't have been,” said Dr. Cisneros. She was
looking back and forth between the manilafolder on her desk, and something on her

computer screen that | couldn't see. " Areas you couldn't possibly have entered.” She
looked across the desk at me and her new teeth glittered. "Unlessthereis something

yourenot tdling me"
When in doubt | play dumb. "Like what?'

"You didn't see anyone e sein the palace, did you? Anyone besides yourself and your DE
image construct?'

"Ancther girl?' | decided to go with my indinct, which isawaysto lie. "No."

"Could be asmple system error,” Dr. Cisneros said. "Well have it sorted out by
tomorrow."

"How'd it go today?" Mother asked.

IIGO?I
"Your Polly Anna, your arctic misadventure.”

"Oh, fine" | lied. | have dwayslied to Mother, on principle. The truth is too complicated.
"l learned to handle a kayak. Lots of open water tomorrow."

" Speaking of open water," Mother said, "1 opened those letters today. L ucille says you
have to come and get your stuff. She swears he won't hit you again.”

"Barbara Ann, Mather," | said. "And | wish you wouldn't open my mail."

"If wishes were pennieswe'd al berich. | stacked them back in the same order. Don't you
think you should answer at least one?’

"l need my rest," | said. "We go after basking seals tomorrow. We stalk them across the
ice

"With guns?”

"With clubs. You know | hate guns."
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"That's even worse."

"They're not red, Mother.”

"The clubs or the sedls?’

"Neither. None of it isredl. It's Direct Experience.”

"My $8909isred."

| was one of the first onesinto the Departure Hal the next morning. | took off my clothes
and sat down on the bench and waited for the attendant. | watched the other guysfilein,
mostly wearing parkas and safari outfits. Their attendants had them in their drawers by
8:58.

At 9:14 Squeaky Shoes showed up. "What's the delay?" | asked.

"Bug inthe sysdem,” he said. "But were getting it." He was sticking the little things to my
forehead. "Close your eyes.”

Bug? | closed my eyes. | heard the drawer rumble; | smelled the sharp smdll of the
Vitazing(TM) and it was like waking from a dream. Chemise was Sitting on a brocaded
Settee under an open window, wearing a plum red stretch velvet baby tee with lattice
edging and dadtic trimmed neckline over matching high cut bikini panties.

"Chemise" | said. | tried to concentrate but | couldn't help feding | had been higher
yesterday. A dog waked through the room. The window looked down on aforma garden
with curving brick walkways. The sky was blue and cloudless.

Chemise was looking away. | sat down beside her, feding restless. | was about to get up
again when | thought | heard afaint voice caling for help. | looked down and saw a crack
in the baseboard. It was too smdl to put my hand in but | was able to crawl through on
my belly, one shoulder a atime.

| was in the concrete halway again, with stacks of lumber shimmering againgt one wall.
Thegirl in the red hat was ydling a me: "Y ou dmogt got mekilled!™

"Bug?' | sdd.

"Wha did you cal me?"

"Not Chemise?' | tried. She was Sitting on a stack of lumber, wearing her
MERLYN SISTEMS

Software that works hard.
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tee shirt over white cotton panties cut high on the Sdes.
"Not Not Chemise. You cdled me something dse.”
"Bug."

"Bug. | likethat." She had gray eyes. "But you have to quit looking around. We have to
go through the mouseholes, not the doors, or you might meet yourself again.”

"Then that was me | saw!"
"That's what crashed the system. Y ou amost got me killed.”
"If the system crashes you die?

"Supposedly. Luckily | had saved mysdf. All | lost was alittle memory. A little more
memory."

"Oh," | sad.
"Let'sget going. | can take you to the Upper Room,” she said.
| tried to sound casud. "1 thought you wanted me to take you."

"Same thing. | know the route through the mouseholes. Watch me or watch the hat. Let's
get moving. Clydell get the cat out soon.”

"Cat? | saw adog.”

"Oh, shit! We better get moving, then!" She threw the red hat behind me. Whereit hit |
found awide crack in the concrete floor. It was tight but | managed to crawl through on
my belly pushing one shoulder through and then the other. | wasin abright room with
onewholewall of windows. Potted plants were stacked on boxes and on the sofa. There
was no place to st down. Bug was standing by the window, wearing a pale peach demi
bra with adjustable tapered straps and deep front décoletté, and a matching tanga bikini
with full back. And the red hat.

| stood beside her at the window. | expected to see treetops but al | saw were clouds, far
below. | had never been so high.

"That cat, that dog you saw, is a system debugger,” she said. "Sniffs out mouseholes. It it
findsmeI'm agoner.”

| liked the way her bradid in the back.

"Doyoumindif | cdl you Bug?'
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"| dready told you, | sort of likeit," she said. "Especidly since | don't remember my
name."

"Y ou don't remember your name?"

"l lost some memory when the system crashed,” she said. She looked almost sad. "Not to
mention when Clydekilled me."

"Who's Clyde? Who are you, anyway?"

"Y ou ask too many questions,” she said. "I'm Bug, that's all, adamsd in distress, and
that's one of your fantasies, so let's get going. We can talk on the way."

Shethrew the red hat againgt thewadll. | found it in the corner, where the wallpaper was
pulled loose reveding a crack barely large enough for my fingertips. It wastight but |
was able to manage, one shoulder at atime. | wasin a bedroom with a bay window. Bug
was--

"Doyoumind if | call you Bug?'
"l told you, it's OK." Bug was standing at the window wearing a pearl white satin

jacquard demi bra, accented with scalloped trim aong the deep-V center, and astring
bikini with a sheer stretch back, accented with one little bow. And the hat of course.

"Clydéll find me herein the Veep sooner or later, especialy now that they suspect a bug.
But if | can make it to the Upper Room, | can port through to the other systems.”

"Whet other systems?’

"The Arctic, the Amazon, whatever adventures they add later. All the franchises are
interfaced at the top. It1l belikelife. Life after Clyde."

"Who's..."

"Shit!" A phone was ringing. Bug picked it up and handed it to me. It was porcdan with
brasstrim, like afancy toilet. Before | could say "hdllo” | found myself staring up & the
water-ganed celling of the Departure Hal.

"Client Serviceswantsto see you," said the attendant. For the first time | noticed the
name stitched on hiswhite jacket. It was CLY DE.

"You gill seem to be showing up in rooms where you aren't supposed to be," said Dr.
Cisneros. "On code gtrings that aren't connected. Unauthorized pathways." Dr. Cisneros
had been edting lunch a her desk, judging by thelittle pile of bones at the edge of her
blotter. "Are you postive you haven't noticed anything unusual?*
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| had to tell her something, so | told her about the dog.

"Oh, that. That's Clyde's cat. The system debugger. He configuresit asadog. It's hisidea
of ajoke."

Sometimes the smart thing is to act dumb. "What kind of bug are you looking for?" |
asked.

Dr. Cisneros swiveled the computer monitor on her desk so that | could see the screen.
She hit akey and a il picture came up. | wasn't surprised to see Bug--wearing the
MERLYN SISTEMS tee shirt and the red hat, of course. She al'so wore baggy Levisand
glases. "Early this year one of our programmers was caught illegaly atering proprietary
software which is, as you know, afedera crime. We had no choice but to call BATF&S.
But while she was free on bail awaiting trid sheillegdly entered the system.”

"Asadlient?' | asked.

"As atrespasser with crimind intent. Perhaps even sabotage. She may have been carrying
aResEdit. She may have left loops or subroutines designed to render the software
unstable or even dangerous. Unexecutable routines, unauthorized pathways."

"l don't understand what this has to do with me," | said. Mother dways said | was good at
lying. Mother ought to know.

"The danger to you," Dr Cisneros said, "is that one of these unauthorized pathways might
lead to the Upper Room. And the Upper Room is not, a present, exitable. It's an enter-
only. Y ou may have noticed that Victorias Pdace is a one-way system, from lower to
higher rooms. It'slike the universe. Y ou go until you hit an exit sequence.”

"The phonerings" | sad.

"Yes," said Dr. Cisneros. "That was Clydesidea. A nice touch, don't you think? But at
present there's no exit sequence, or phone as you cal it, ingtaled in the Upper Room."

"lsn't there adoor?"

"Theré's an in door but no out door. Where would the out door go? The Upper Room is at
the top of the code string. The client would be trapped. Maybe forever.”

"So what do you want me to do?'

"Keegp your eyes open. Rogue programmers have rogue egos. They often leave signature
suff laying around; clues. If you see anything odd, like apicture of her, alittle token left
around, try and remember what room it isin. It will help usisolate the damage.”

"Likeared hat."
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"Exactly."
"Or her herdf."

Cisneros shook her head. "1t would only be a copy. She's dead. She committed suicide
before we could have her re-apprehended.”

"Rhonda |eft another message on your machine," Mother said when | got home.
"Barbara Ann," | corrected.

"Whatever. She says she's going to bring your stuff over here and leave it on the lawn.
She says Jarry Lewis..."

"Jerry Lee, Mother."

"Whatever. Her new guy, he needs your old room. Apparently they're not deeping
together ether.”

"Mother!" | said.
"She saysif you don't come and get your Stuff she's going to throw it out.”

"l wish you wouldn't play my messages,” | said. "What's the point of having two
machines?’

"I can't help it. Y our machine recognizes my voice." "That's because you try and talk like
me."

"I don't haveto try," Mother said. "How was your day? Bash any baskin' robins?"

"Very funny,” | sad. "We did club alarge number of basking sedstoday. They weren't
babies though. We club the old sedls, the ones that have borne their children and outlived
their usefulnessto the tribe.”

| gave her alook but she choseto ignoreit.

The next morning | was the first one in the Departure Hall. " Get squared away with
Bonnie?' the attendant asked.

"Bonnie?'
"Hold ill." He was ticking the little things to my forehead. "Lie down." It was like
waking from adream. | wasin alibrary with an arched glass window overlooking

faraway hills. Chemise had taken down a book and was legfing through the pages. She
was wearing a black camisole embroidered with velvet jacquard on whisperweight sheer
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voile, with dender straps, deeply cut cups, and afull stretch lace back. | could see that the
pages were blank. "Chemise," | said. | wanted to tell her | was sorry | was neglecting her.

| liked the way her cups did when she bent over but | had to find Bug. | had to warn her
that Dr. Cisneros and Clyde were looking for her.

| searched aong the baseboards looking for a mousehole until | found a crack behind a
warped board. It was bardly big enough to stick ahand in, but | was able to crawl through
on my belly and wedge one shoulder in a atime.

| was back in the concrete hdlway.

Bug was standing beside a pile of 2X4s, wearing her MERLYN SISTEMS tee shirt over
french cut white cotton bikini panties with scalloped lace trim aong the seams. And the
red hat of course. And glasses!

"What's with the glasses?" she asked me. Shetried to take them off but couldn't.

"They know about you," | said. "They showed me a picture of you. With glasses."

"Of course they know about me! Clyde for damn sure knows about me.”

"I meen, they know you're in here. Although they think you're dead.”

"Wadl, I am dead, but | won't be in herelong. Not if we get to the Upper Room." She took
off her red hat and sailed it down the hdl. It landed by abresk in the concrete where the
floor met thewall. It was too small for even amouse but | was able to wriggle through,
first my fingertips and then one shoulder and then the other. | was in a conservatory with
big bay windows overlooking bright, high clouds that looked like ruined castles. Bug--
"Doyoumindif | cdl you Bug?"

"Jesus, | told you, it's OK!" Bug was standing by the window wearing a sheer white voile
bra with lace embroidered cups and a matching panty with lace inserts on the front and
ddes. And thered hat. And the glasses.

"I'mwilling to hdp,” | said. "But this Upper Room stuff sounds dangerous.”

"Dangerous? Who says?'

"Client Services"

"Cisneros? That cunt!”

"l wish you wouldn't call her that. She says once | get in the Upper Room | can't get ouit.
Like aroach motel. No phone.”
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"Hmmmm." Bug looked straight at me. Her gray eyes looked worried. "I didn't think of
that. Let's go higher, where we can talk." She threw the red hat and it landed next to a
little wedge- shaped hole barely big enough for me to crawl into on my belly, squeezing
one shoulder through at atime. | wasin a dark room with heavy drapes and no furniture
except for an orientd rug on the floor. Bug--

"Doyou mindif | cdl you Bug?'
"Will you stop it!? Why does DE make people so stupid?
"Begtsme," | said.

Bug was sitting on the floor, wearing awhite faux- satin bra with scoop-cut cups trimmed
with an embroidery edge, and a matching white faux-satin ring bikini. "Bug is not redly
my name," she said. "It's either Catherine or Eleanor, | forget which. It's one of the things
that goes when they kill you."

"They told me you committed suicide.”

"Suicide with ahammer, right!” | liked her laugh. | liked the way the strings on her string
bikini did. They were like tiny versons of the velvet ropes in theaters. "They got me
arrested, that much of what Bonnie told you istrue. I'd been cresting illega subroutines,
mouseholes, to alow movement throughout the Veep. That's true too. What she didn't tell
you s, Clyde and | were partnersin crime. Well, how could she know? That cunt. | put
the mouseholesin, buried them in the mainstream code string so later Clyde and | could
access the palace on our own. Blackmail and extortion was our game. Clyde designed the
Pdace and he left the mouseholes up to me. That's the way we aways worked. What |
didn't know was that he was dready in cahoots with Cisneros.”

"What are cahoots?"

Bug made avulgar gesture with athumb and two fingers; | looked away. "Cisneros owns
fifty-five percent of the franchise. Which made her irresgtible to poor Clyde, | guess. For
months they had been playing Bonnie and Clyde behind my back, while | was busy
hacking away. Anyway, when Victorias Palace got accepted a Inward Bound some
franchise checker dude found the mouseholes--1 hadn't redly bothered hiding them:--and
he told Cisneros, and she told Clyde, and he pretended to be shocked and outraged! Set
me up. So as soon as | got out on bail | went in to get my stuff ..."

"Your Suff?"
"Subroutines, proprietary macros, picts and diffs. | was going to rip it al out. And maybe
trash the place alittle. | was carrying a ResEdit so | could rewrite code even as | was

riding it. But Clyde got wind somehow. So he murdered me."

"With the little hammer."
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"Y ou're beginning to get the picture. Just opened the drawer and whack, right between
the eyes. What Clyde didn't know was that | could save mysdif. | dways run with alittle
autosave macro that | wrote back in community college, so | only lost about ten minutes,
and some memory. And my life of course. | ducked into the mousehole space but who the
hell wantsto live like arat forever? | was waiting for my Prince to come and take meto
the Upper Room."

"Your Prince?'

"Finger of speech. | waswaiting for the Veep to open. Any dude would have done.”

"Figure of speech” | said.

"Whatever. Anyway, what Cisneros doesn't know--or Clyde ether--is that the Upper
Room isinterfaced at the top with the other Inward Bound areas, the Arctic and Amazon
franchises. I'll be able to get out of the Palace. And as more and more modules get added,
my universe will get bigger and bigger. If | watch my ass, I'll live forever. Or havent you
noticed, there's no desth in DE?"

She stood up and yawned. | liked the pink inside of her mouth. She took off the hat and
threw it againgt the wall. It landed by alittle opening under the baseboard. It was tight but
| managed to squeeze through one shoulder at atime. | was in a stone room with atiny
dit window and afolding char. Bug--

"Doyoumind if | call you Bug?'

"Will you knock it off! Come over here.”

Bug was wearing a black lace demi brawith deep décolleté cups and wide set straps, and
amatching black lace thong panty with little bows on the side. And the red hat, of course.
And the glasses. She made room so that | could stand beside her on the chair and see out
of the dit window. | could dmost see the curve of the Earth. | could dmost fed the curve
of her hip againg mine, even though | knew it was my imagination. Imagination is
evaything in DE.

"We're not so far from the Upper Room," she said. "L ook how high you've gotten me
dready. But Cisnerosisright about onething."

"What?'
"Y ou can't take me into the Upper Room. Y ou'd be stuck. No way back."

"What about you?' | liked the little bows.
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"I'm aready stuck. | don't have a body to go back to. Y ou provide this one, | guess." She
peered through her glasses down the front of her bra, down the front of her panties.
"Which iswhy I'm gtill wearing glasses, | guess™”

"I'd like to help you get to the Upper Room," | said. "But why can't you go in by
yoursdf?'

"I can't move up, only down," Bug said. "I'm dead, remember? If only | ill had my
ResEdit, | could ...Shit!" There was a phone. We had hardly noticed it until it rang. "It's
for you," she sad, handing me the receiver.

Before | could say "hedllo" | was staring up a the water-stained celling of the Departure
Hall. | heard shoes squeaking. The attendant helped me out of the drawer. Clyde.

"4:55 dready?" | asked.

"Time flies when you're having fun,”" he sad.

"Guess who's here," Mother said.

| heard the snarl of atoilet flushing in the bathroom.

"l don't want to see her," | said.

"She came dl the way from Sdem,” Mother said. "She brought your tuff.”
"Whereisit, then?'

"It's4ill in her car. | wouldn't let her bring it in," said Mother. "That's why she's crying.”
"Shel's not crying!" a deep voice cdled out.

"My god!" | said, darmed. "Is he in there with her?"

"She's not taking it back!" the same deep voice called out. Another toilet flushed. Mother
has two in her bathroom, one for me and one for her.

"I'm on my vacation!" | said. The bathroom doorknob started to turn and | went for a
wak. When | got back they were gone and my stuff was on the lawn.

"You could dig ahole" said Mather. "And cover it."

| wasthefirgt onein the Departure Hall the next morning. But instead of opening my
drawer, Squeaky Shoes, the attendant-- Clyde--gave me a paper to sign.

"| dready Sgned ardease” | sad.
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"Thisisfor our own protection,” he said.

| signed. "Good," he said and smiled. It was not a nice smile. "Now lie down. Now teke a
deep bregth.” The drawer did shut. | inhaed the Vitazing(TM) and it was like waking
from adream.

| wasin aformd living room with a cream colored rug, couch and chair. Chemise was
ganding a the picture window wearing an ivory underwire brain satin jacquard with low
plunge centre and wide set strgps, and matching bikini panties with a sheer siretch pand
in front. She was holding a cup and saucer, dso matching. Through the window | could
seeralling hills stretching to ahorizon. A dog trotted through the room.

"Chemise" | sad. | wished | had time to explain thingsto her, but | knew | had to find
Bug.

| looked around for a mousehole. Behind alamp, in adark corner, therewas alow arch,
like the entrance to atiny cave. | could barely negotiate the narrow passage, shrugging
one shoulder through at atime.

"What took you so long?' Bug was Sitting in the concrete halway on a gleaming stack of
lumber, her knees pulled up under her chin. She was wearing her MERLYN SISTEMS
tee shirt over atiny thong bikini. And the red hat and the glasses, of course.

"They made me Sgn another rdease.”
"And you sgned it?'
| nodded. | liked the way the thong made alittle V, then disappeared.

"Y ou moron! Do you redize that by signing the rdlease you gave Clyde the right to kill
you?'

"l wish you wouldn't cal methat,” | said.

"Fucking Bonnie and Clyde! Now I'll never get to the Upper Room!" | was afraid she was
about to cry. Ingtead, she hurled the red hat angrily to the floor and when | bent down to
pick it up | saw acrack barely large enough for three fingertips but | was able to squeeze
through by crawling on my belly and pushing one shoulder in & atime. | wasin an empty
room with bare wood floors and windows so new that the stickers were ill on them. Bug
was wearing a cora pink stretch lace demi bracut low for maximum décolleté with a
French gring bikini that was full in the back and plunged to atiny triangle of sheer pink
lace in front.

| followed her to the window. Below was a mixture of seas and clouds, an earth as bright
asasky.
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"We must be getting close to the Upper Room!™ | said. "Y ou're going to makeit!" |
wanted to make her fed better. | liked the way her bradid in front.

"Dont tak nonsense. Hear that howling?"

| nodded. It sounded like a pack of hounds getting closer.

"That's the cat. Search and destroy. Find and erase.”” She shivered extravagantly.
"But you can save yoursdf!"

"Not so easily. I'm aready abackup.”

| was afraid she was about to cry. "Then let's get going!" | said. "I'll take you to the Upper
Room. | don't care about the danger.”

"Dont talk nonsense," Bug said. ™Y ou would be trapped forever--if Clyde didnt kill you
firg. If only | had my ResEdit, | could get there by mysdlf.”

"So whereisit?'

"l logt it when Clyde killed me. I've been looking for it ever snce”
"What doesit look like?'

"A pair of big scissors.”

"l saw Chemise with apair of big scissord” | said.

"That cunt!"

"l wish you wouldn't cal her that ..." | began. But the phone was ringing. We hadn't
noticed it before.

"Dont answer it!" Bug said, even as she picked it up and handed it to me. How could she
help it? | had sgned the rdlease. It was for me of course. The next thing | knew | was
garing up at the water-gained cealing and a the little Slver hammer coming down right
between my eyes.

And a Clydes amile. Not anice amile.

Firg it got red dark. Then it got light again. It was like waking from a dream.

| was in around, white room with curved windows al around. My head hurt. Through the
glass| could see gray garsin amilk-white sky. Bug--
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"Over here" she said. She was standing by the window wearing periwinkle blue panties
of shimmering faux-satin, cut high on the sdes and full in the back, with ddlicately
embroidered cutouts down each side of the front pandl. And nothing on top at al. No bra.
No straps, no cups, no detailing, no lace.

My heed hurt. But | couldn't help being thrilled a how high | was. "Is this--the Upper
Room?' | asked breathlesdy.

"Not quite," she said. She was till wearing the red hat and the glasses. "And now were
out of luck. In case you hadn't noticed, Clyde killed you too. Just now."

"Oh no." | couldn't imagine anything worse.

"Ohyes" she sad. She put her hand on my forehead and | could fed her fingersfed the
little dent.

"What did you do, copy me?"

"Pulled you out of the cache. Barely.” Out the window far below there was a blue-green
ball streaked with white. "Hear that howling? That's Clyde's cats rooting through the
Palace room by room."

| shivered. | liked the way her panties did undernesth.

"Well, what have we got to lose?" | said, surprised that | wasn't more upset that | was
dead. "Let's head for the Upper Room."

"Dont tak nonsense,” she said. "If you're dead too, you can't pull me through.” The
howling was getting louder. "Now we have to find the ResEdit. Wheréd you see what's-
her-name with the big scissors--what room was she in?'

"Chemisg | said. "l can't remember.”

"What was out the window?'

"l can't remember.”

"What wasin the room?'

"l can't remember.”

"What was she wearing?"

"A low cut smooth fitting strapless brain sretch satin and lace with lightly lined

underwire cups, and a high cut, wide band brief with a sheer lace panel in the front, dl in
white" | said.
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"Let'sgo, then," Bug said. "I know the spot.”
"| thought we couldn't go anywhere without the res-whatever."

"Down we can go," Bug said. She threw the red hat and followed it hersdlf. It fell near a
tiny hole barely big enough for her fingertips. | squeezed through after her. | ill liked

the way her panties did unerneath. We were in an old fashioned kitchen and Chemise was
dirring apot with apair of big scissors. She was wearing alow cut, smooth fitting
drapless brain dretch satin and lace with lightly lined underwire cups, and a high cut,
wide band brief with a sheer lace pane in the front, dl in white.

"Give methat!" said Bug, grabbing the big scissors. She was aso wearing alow cut,
smooth fitting strapless brain dretch satin and lace with lightly lined underwire cups, and
ahigh cut, wide band brief with a sheer lace pand in the front, dl in white. And the red
hat. But where were her glasses?

"Bitch," said Chemise, softly. | was shocked. | didn't know she could talk.

"Cunt," said Bug.

Just then adog trotted into the room from nowhere. Literdly.

"The cat!" said Bug. She wastrying to jimmy the lock on the pantry with the point of the
big scissors.

The dog--the cat--hissed.

"In herel" said Bug. She pushed me backward into the pantry while she cut upward,
ramming the point of the big scissors into the dog's belly. The cat's belly. Whatever.
Blood was everywhere. | was in alarge, empty, pyramid-shaped room with awhite floor
and white wdls rising to a point. There was one smdl porthole in each wal. Bug--

Bug was nowhere to be seen.

Outside the portholes, everything was white. There weren't even any stars. There were no
doors. | could hear barking and growling below.

"Bug! The cat erased you!" | wailed. | knew she was gone. | was afraid | was going to
cry. But before | could, atrapdoor in the floor opened and Bug came through feet fird. It
was odd to watch. Her arm was covered with blood and she was holding the scissors and
shewas--

She was nude. She was naked.

"It was | erased the cat!” Bug cried triumphantly.
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"It's ill coming!™ | could hear wild barking below.

"Shit! Must be areplicating loop," she said. She was naked. Nude. Stripped. Bare. Unclad
completdy. "And quit staring at me," she said.

"l cant hdpit," | said. Even the red hat was gone.
"I guess nat," she said. She was nude. Naked. She was wearing nothing, nothing at al.
She ran to one of the four portholes and began prying at the frame with the point of the

SCissors.

"Theré's nothing out there," | said. The howling was getting louder. The trgpdoor had
closed but | had the feding it would open again, dl dogs. Or cats. And soon.

"Can't stay here!” Bug said. She gave up on the frame and shattered the glass with the
SCiSSOrs.

"I'm going with you," | said.

"Dont tak nonsense," she said. She put her hand on my forehead again. Her touch was
cool. I liked the way it felt. "The dent is deep but not dl that deep. Y ou may not be dead.
Just knocked out.”

"He hit me pretty hard! And I'm trapped here anyway."

"Not if you're not dead, you're not. They'll shut down and reset once I'm gone. Youll
probably just wake up with a headache. Y ou can go home."

The barking was getting closer. "1 don't want to go home."

"What about your mother?'

"l left her anote” | lied.

"What about your suff?"

"I buried dl my stuff.” She was nude. Naked, except for her lovely glasses. Nothing on
the bottom, nothing on top. Even the red hat was gone. The hole was bardly big enough
for my hand but | followed her through one shoulder at atime. Everything was white and
the howling was gone and something was moaning like the wind. | took Bug's hand and |
wasrolling. We were rolling. | was holding her hand and we were ralling ralling rolling
through warm blank snow.

It was like waking from a dream. | was wrapped in afoul-smdling fur, looking up a the

tranducent ceiling of alittle house made of ice and leaves. Bug was lying beside me
wrapped in the same amdly fur.
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"Where are we?' | asked. "'l hear cats barking."

"Those are our dogs,” she said.

"Dogs?' | got up and went to the door. It was covered with a scratchy trade blanket. |
pulled it back and looked out acrass miles of new snow to adistant line of trees, hung
with vines. Silvery dogs were peeing on the outside of the little house. One was shaking a
snake to death. It was abig snake.

"They dl come together here," Bug said. "The Upper Room, the North Pole, the
Headquarters of the Amazon."

"Headwaters." | said. "Where are your glasses?"
"l don't need them anymore.”

"I liked them."

"I'll put them back on."

| got back under the fur with her, curious to find out what she was wearing. Therés no
way | can tel you, from here, whet it was. But you would have liked it too. If you're

anything like me.
the end
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