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Martha was in the mddle of icing Jennifer's birthday cake when the

doorbell rang. She wasn't nmaking a very good job of it, but until the

doorbell rang it hardly seemed to matter. Once the doorbell had rung,
of

course, interrupting her in md-squeeze, the fact that it was a bit of
a

mess suddenly becane the fault of whoever was at the door and an
occasi on

for resentnment. She cursed under her breath as she noved into the hall

wi ping icing off her fingers with the hem of her apron.

When she opened the door and saw that it was a boy in his early teens

t he

curse rose to her lips again--but it died when she realised that the
boy

was wearing dark gl asses.

It was a sunny day, in spite of being Friday the thirteenth. There was
no

reason why a boy his age shouldn't be wearing dark gl asses--but the
fact

remai ned that he was wearing dark gl asses.

He was also carrying a small parcel, about five inches square and two

deep. The wrappi ng- paper encl osing the box was gl ossy, the col our of
red

wine. It wasn't wapped in pink ribbon, tied with a bow, just seal ed
with

sell otape--but it still |ooked suspiciously |like a present.

"Yes?" she said, trying hard to sound neutral, if not actually pleasant.

"M's Mortinore?"

"Yes." Martha was still trying to sound neutral, but even she could
hear

the note of anxiety in her second yes. She told herself that there was

nothing to be scared of--but she had told herself that far too often
for

the telling to have any effect, even though it had nearly al ways been
true.

The boy shifted slightly; he was enbarrassed too. So he shoul d be,
Mart ha
thought. If being a fourteen-year-old boy isn't enough to cast you into

Hel | of permanent enbarrassnment, what is? She tried not to | ook at the

dark gl asses but she couldn't do it.

"l don't know if Jennifer's nentioned ne,
slightly

fluty tone of a child who m ght have been slowto learn to talk. "My

nanme's Carl Uick."

Martha didn't have to ask himto spell it. Jennifer hadn't "nentioned"

him Jennifer hadn't "nmentioned" anyone at all. Jennifer found it
absurdly

easy to keep secrets.

"I"'mafraid not," she told the boy.

Because she knew that it wasn't what he wanted to hear she had no

difficulty in keeping her voice straight, but she couldn't help feeling

that she was a bit of a bitch for being able to find satisfaction in

the boy said, in the

t he



i mparting of bad news. She knew that she couldn't keep the
conversationa

initiative for long, though--that omi nous package he was carrying, al

done up in fancy wi ne-col oured w appi ng, gave hi mthe advantage. He
lifted

it up slightly to draw her attention to it, although there wasn't any

need.

"I'"ve brought her a present,"” he said. Hs fluty tone nmade the words
trip

lightly fromhis tongue, as if he m ght have been anybody bringing a
gift

to anyone.

"A present," Martha parried, hopel essly.

"A birthday present. Today is her birthday, isn't it? She's sixteen, |

beli eve." The tone was nore anxi ous now, and Martha knew exactly why.
Car |

Uick couldn't be absolutely sure that it was Jennifer's birthday. He

couldn't be absolutely sure that she was sixteen. He probably hadn't
even

been absolutely sure that her nane was Jennifer until Martha had | et
t he

nane pass unchal | enged.

On the Net, Martha knew, people lied. They lied about everything. On
t he

Net you coul d change your name, your sex, your age, your state of mnd
and

your state of being. Carl Uick m ght have been tap-tap-tapping at

Jennifer for years, with Jennifer blink-blink-blinking back as fast as
she

could flutter her eyelashes, but for all Carl Uick really knew,
Jenni fer
m ght be an incontinent old man wi th enphysema and a sick sense of

hurnour .

Didn't they have a sayi ng nowadays? The truth is in the flesh. Onh
yes--the

truth was in the flesh all right. The truth of Jennifer was flesh
t hr ough

and through. Frail flesh.

As it happened, though, it really was Jennifer's birthday and she
really

was sixteen. This was the thirteenth of the nmonth, and it was Friday.

Poor

Geof f woul d be stuck on the M4 somewhere near the junction with the
M5,

Cone four o' clock on a Friday all the trouble in the world was focused
on

the junction where the airport traffic met up with the conmuters
streani ng
out of London, and this was the thirteenth: Disaster Day. Poor Geoff,

late
for his daughter's birthday. If no one el se conpl ai ned about the
hi ggl edy- pi ggl edy icing he would. He had no idea--no idea at all
"M's Mortinore?"
The troubl ed gaze of whatever was behind the dark gl asses was boring
into
her. For all she knew, Carl U ick had eyes |ike Superman's, able to see
ri ght through her apron and her bl ouse, her bra and her breasts, al
t he

way to her beating heart. It has to be gold, she thought, with all the
vitriol flowing through it. But she was being unfair to herself.



"I"'msorry," she said, rallying. "That's very kind of you, Carl. [|"'ll
give
it to her." She stuck out her hand with all the parental authority she
could rmuster, even though she knew full well that he wasn't going to
hand
it over.
"I"'d like to give it to her nyself, if |I may," said the boy, disguising
hi s adamanti ne stubbornness with all the politeness a boy his age could
muster. "l've cone quite a way, you see."
Mart ha had al ways known that the greatest advantage of the Net was its
vast range. On the Net, you could talk to people in Tinbuktu and Tokyo

> easily as people in the next street. In the dobal Village, everyone was
: nei ghbour - - whi ch nmeant that no one you knew was |ikely to pop round for

: cup of sugar. The downside was that if anyone ever did take the trouble

' call, they'd expect the kind of wel cone that befitted soneone who'd

cone

"quite a way".

How rmuch, Martha wondered, has she told this boy? Wich |ies need

protecting? Am| supposed to let himin, just like that? How am I
supposed

to know, when she hasn't taken the trouble to tell ne? "Really," she
sai d,

wi t hout noving aside to let the boy into the house. "Were from
exact|y?"

"Oxford," he replied.

In G obal Village terms, Oxford was practically next door. Wiy coul dn't

the silly little slut nake friends in Adel ai de or Vancouver? Martha

t hought - -but she imediately felt ashaned of having call ed her daughter

a

slut, and then felt nore deeply ashaned as she realised that it mght
have

been a Freudian slip. People had sex on the Net, or so it was said.
They

tap-tap-tapped and blink-blink-blinked all kinds of dirty stuff to one

anot her, working thenselves up to...

"Well, that's very thoughtful of you," Mrtha said, severing her own
train

of thought with calculated brutality, "but you really should have
phoned

first. Jennifer's asleep, |I'mafraid, and she really isn't able to
receive

visitors even when she's....'

"She told nme not to," Carl Uick said, wincing slightly as he realised

that inpatience had made himinterrupt. "Phone, that is. | would

have....only she told me not to. She invited ne. I was hoping....'

"That she'd told us,” Martha finished for him feeling that her gol den

heart might be slowing in its paces--but the obligation to continue the

scrupul ously polite conversation still remained.
"Well, she didn't," Martha continued. "I think she knew well enough

t hat
we woul dn't--couldn't--have allowed it. W have to be very careful, you
see. Everyone agrees that it's better for her to be at hone than
permanently in hospital, but we do have to be very careful. She had no
right to ask you to come."” It sounded feeble even to her, in spite of

t he

fact that it was true. Unfortunately, the gaze of whatever was behind



of

now.

can

those dark gl asses was still boring into her like an electric drill.
"l understand how you feel," the boy lied. "You don't have to worry,

Mortinore--1 really ama friend. | know all about Jennifer's condition.
I"mnot going to be surprised, or horrified. I've been hel ping her, you
see--ever since she got the eyes. It was easier for ne. | got m ne when

was three, and the visual cortex had plenty of tinme to adapt to the

interface. | didn't even have to learn, not really....but they put ne
through the programme anyway. Jennifer has a much nore advanced nodel
course. | alnost wish | could trade mne in, but the adaptation's set
| really have been able to help her, to talk her through. | know she
do even better than she has, Ms Mrtinore. | know how nuch the human

brain can do, under the pressure of necessity."
The torrent of words left Martha numb. She hadn't even attenpted to

foll ow

had

to

into

the meani ng of the sentences, although she had heard every word. She

been too busy thinking: | have to let himin. | can't say no. | have to
et himin. She told herself again, truthfully, that there was nothing

be afraid of, but she still couldn't quite accommodate the fact.
"You'd better come in," she said, colourlessly. She let himpast and
cl osed the door behind him He waited politely until she ushered him

the living-room He sat down on the sofa, in response to another

gestured

invitation. There was nothing wong with his comon-or-garden eyesight,
what ever el se his shades were hiding.

"Wwuld you like a cup of tea?" Martha asked.

He wanted to refuse, and nearly did, but he obviously cane to the
conclusion that it was best to play it by the book in the hope of
snoot hi ng things over. He wanted everything to go well. He wanted

everyone

nmeans

sai d,

she

to be happy. He wanted the noon on a stick, and he probably had the

of getting it, even though Jennifer had a nuch nore advanced nodel
"Pl ease, " he said.
"I"'mafraid you'll have to wait until my husband gets home,"” Martha

seizing the only initiative that remained to be seized. "Wen he
cones...well, perhaps...." She left it at that. Carl U ick nodded
politely, as befitted a boy who'd just sat down on soneone el se's sofa

someone el se's living roomand accepted a cup of tea.
Martha left himthere, and hurried to the Kkitchen.

As soon as she'd plugged the kettle in Martha whi pped the phone from

cradl e and stabbed out the nunber of Geoff's nobile. He answered

i medi at el y--which was onminous in itself. Martha listened for the sound
the engi ne nade when the Hel vetia was bonbing along in fast-noving
traffic, |ike a squadron of bunble bees at the bottomof a well, but

couldn't hear it.
"Where are you?" she demanded, without preanble.
"Stuck just west of junction eight. Accident. Bastard nust have turned



si deways or sonething--only one lane left. Yellow ackets in sight, but
they're filtering half a dozen at a...."
Martha wasn't interested in technicalities. "How | ong?"

“I"1l still be early," he protested. "I left at three, as pronised. Not
ny

fault if..."

"There's sonmeone here," she told him trying to keep her voice down in

case Carl Uick could hear her over the hiss of the kettle.

"What kind of someone?" Geoff made no attenpt to hide his exasperation

"A boy. He says Jenny invited him He's brought her a birthday present.”

There was a pause. Ceoff always nmade a point of pausing when soneone
told

hi m somet hi ng he didn't want to know, to give the inpression that he
was

deep in thought. It was a habit he'd picked up at the office.
The kettle switched itself off. Martha wondered whether to get the
t eapot
out of the cupboard under the sink, but decided not to bother. It was

only

a boy, after all. She did fetch cups down, though, putting aside the
mug

she usually used for herself. She flipped a teabag into each cup and

poured the water on.

"Okay," said Geoff. "You tell himJenny's asleep. You take the present
of f

himand tell himthat we'll give it to her when she wakes up. Thank him

kindly, give hima cup of tea and a chocol ate digestive and tell him
we're

sorry."

Mart ha reached back up to the cupboard to get the chocol ate digestives.

"I'"ve done all that," she said, witheringly. "He isn't going to go.
He's

wearing dark glasses.” She realised as she said it that it sounded

ridiculous, as if dark glasses were the mark of a race apart--a race
whi ch

couldn't be subjected to the pressures of everyday etiquette. Except,
of

course, that it wasn't as ridiculous as it sounded, because people who
wore dark gl asses for the reason that Carl U ick was wearing dark
gl asses
really were a race apart, and because her own daughter was a nenber of
that race apart, and because that really did mean that the pressure of
everyday etiquette wasn't adequate to get the boy out of the house and
away before Geoff got hone.
Mart ha t ook advantage of deep-thought-pause nunber two to agitate the
water in the cups and press the bags against the sides to nmake them
yield
up their treasure.
"She invited him you say?" Ceoff asked. It wasn't so rmuch a conment,

nor e

a punctuation mark to signal that he was still thinking hard.

"So he says," Martha agreed, unable to stop herself from addi ng: "She

woul d, wouldn't she? Not tell us, | nean."”

"Its okay," Ceoff said. "Maybe. No need for....well, what | nean is,
maybe

we should just accept it as normal. | nean, it is her birthday and she
is

sixteen, and....well, hell, just wait till | get there, okay. Don't do

anyt hing. Just hang on. It's no big deal ."
Mart ha hoped that he could performbetter than that in the office. If



he
couldn't people must fall about |aughing every time he | aunched hinsel f
into one of his pregnant pauses. On the other hand, if he could perform

better than that in the office he wouldn't still be in the office.
Anyone

who was anyone these days used a hone-based workstation. The only
peopl e

who still set out every weekday norning to run the gauntlet of the M4
wer e

sal esmen, delivery boys and people too stupid to get fully to grips
with

t he new t echnol ogy.

It's all right for people like Carl Uick, she thought. Born blind and

probably born deaf too, he's still a child of the twenty-first century.
He

grewup with it all, when it wasn't just his visual cortex that was
ni ce

and pliable, ready to adapt. | was born in 1980 and never laid a finger
on

a keyboard until | was in Mss Janmes's class, by which time | was a

fully-fl edged technophobe. Geoff's five years ol der than ne, and never
got

closer to IT than his playstation. W' re dinosaurs. Jenny's may be the

| ast generation to suffer what she's suffering, but we're the | ast

generation to suffer what we're suffering. Al wecks together

"Thanks a bunch," she said al oud, as Geoff bid her goodbye wi thout
gi vi ng

her time to formulate a proper reply, pretending that he had to put the

nobi | e down and get stuck into some serious driving. She knew that the

phrase had been out of date since she was a child, but it was stil
stuck

in her mind, still likely to come through in her private thoughts,
because

her brain sinply wasn't adaptable enough to discard it.

Mart ha hung up the receiver and fished the teabags out of the cups. She
put the saucers on the tray with the mlk jug and the sugar-bow , then
pl aced the cups carefully upon the saucers. Then, fully arned for the
fray, she set off for the living-room w shing she had marri ed soneone
with nore sense and better genes--and regretting, even nore, that she
hadn't been born with nore sense and better genes herself.

"I was just icing Jennifer's birthday cake when you rang the doorbell, "

Martha told Carl Uick, nmaking the point that Jennifer did have
bi rt hdays,

and parents who cared about them-parents who made an effort, in spite
of

the fact that they hadn't actually bought her a present this year
There

was no way of knowi ng what Jennifer might have told the boy, but he
coul d

see for himself how things were, how neat and nornmal the house was, how

decently aproned and ever-dutiful Martha was.

"Don't let me keep you," the boy said. "I'll be okay."

Mart ha wanted to take advantage of the invitation to retreat but she

didn't dare. If she'd gone back into the kitchen she'd have been safe
from

conversation, but not from enbarrassnent. The problem was that he would
be

okay, that in a sense he wouldn't even be here. H's body woul d be
sitting



patiently on the sofa but his eyes would be | ooking out upon some ot her

world entirely--a world that was exclusive to himand his kind: the
enpire

of the blind. He had been helping Jennifer to find her way within it,

to

make the journey that was far nmore difficult for her because her visua

cortex had becone set in its ways while she could still see out of her
own

eyes.

"That's all right," she said. "It won't take a mnute, once Ceoff's
hore.

He's stuck on the notorway. An accident."

"I"'msorry," he said, probably referring to the accident rather than
Geof f

bei ng stuck.

"The roads don't get any better," she said. "Ever since | was your age

they' ve been saying that the day of the commuter is dead, but it
doesn' t

seemto make a jot of difference how many people work fromhonme. It's

partly the airport, of course. W signed a petition against the sixth

term nal, but no one ever takes any notice of petitions.”" The nore she

talked the easier it becanme. Now that she was sitting down, sipping

t ea,

she felt much nore at home, alnost in control of herself, if not the

si tuati on.

"May | take these off?" the boy asked, as if he'd read her thought and

knew exactly how to throw a spanner in the works. He neant the gl asses,
of

course.

She barely hesitated. "OF course," she said. After all, she saw

Jennifer's

eyes every day. Jennifer never wore dark gl asses.

The boy rempved the shades, folded themup and tucked them away in the

breast pocket of his jacket. It was a good jacket--nust have cost at
| east

four hundred, with a quality | abel

Carl Uick's eyes were blue. It was a discreet blue, though, not the
ki nd

of day-glo blue that the kind of people who used contact |enses as
fashi on

accessories went in for. It was easy enough to see, if you | ooked hard,

that the eyes were false, but they weren't obtrusively false. Al the

m racul ousl y-conpacted electronic bits were tucked away inside. Mrtha

didn't have a clue what any of that stuff actually | ooked |ike, or how
any

of it worked; she still had to think in terms of miniature conputers
and

mniature radio stations, as if Jennifer's eyes were | unber roomns
packed

tight with tiny screens and keyboards, with tiny cinema projectors to

project the virtual displays on to the retina.

"How | ong have you known Jennifer?" Mrtha asked, trying to nmake it
seem

like the perfectly natural question that it was.

"Three years," he told her. "She posted a notice asking for
advi ce- - about

training the cortex, that is. She needed noral support. | couldn't tel

her anything the doctors hadn't, but it nakes a difference if it's
com ng

fromthe inside. The doctors know the theory, but they don't know how



it
feels. Only people who actually use their eyes really know what's
i nvol ved
in learning to see.”
Martha felt a stab of guilt when he said that. O course Jennifer
coul dn't
get adequate noral support from her parents. O course she had to go to
the Net in search of fellow citizens of the New Self. O course she
never
told her parents who she was tal king to, or what about, or to what
effect.
Wy waste time blink-blink-blinking at your parents when you could be
tal king to sonebody real ? Why bother to tell themyou' ve invited sone
smart kid to your birthday party to see that the stupid icing on your
futile cake is all over the bloody place?
"l suppose the time will come when we'll rip out the eyes of new born
babies as a matter of routine," Martha said, deliberately treading on
dangerous ground. "Wy | eave themw th a handicap when it's so easy to
train their visual cortex to use supersight? In a hundred years ting,
people like me will be freaks. And it won't just be eyes, will it? By
then, it will be whole bodies. Maybe they'll just take out the babies
brains and put theminto different flesh, better in every imaginable

way
than the stuff mere genes provide. On the other hand, naybe there'll be
superintelligent brains made out of silicon chips, so that we won't
need
the babies at all."
The trouble w th dangerous ground, she thought, as she | owered her eyes
to
avoid his accusative stare, is that it's always downhill every step of
t he
way.
"I don't think that's the right way to think about it," Carl Uick
opi ned,
his fluty voice as mld as mlk. "In ny case, it really was a case of
repl acement. My eyes and ears didn't work, so the doctors took them out
and gave ne ones that did--ones that had extra abilities. Wen they're
dealing with peopl e whose eyes do work, they don't think in terms of
repl acement. They think in ternms of augnentation.”
Martha didn't want an argunment, especially today. It was Friday the
thirteenth, after all. Jennifer was sixteen. Sweet sixteen and never
been
ki ssed, except perhaps in virtual reality. In virtual reality, she
m ght

have done anythi ng--except, of course, that her visual cortex was stil

havi ng trouble with adaptation. She could | ook out into cyberspace,
live

within the Net far nore confortably and far nmore fully than she'd ever

be
able to live in the world of her parents, but she was still half-blind
there because her brain was too set in its ways. Even in the enpire of
t he
blind, she was still a cripple of sorts--and this was the gui de dog who
had come to her aid: the sighted man who was a king in the country of
t he

exiles, the country beyond the borders of reality. Maybe Jennifer
hadn' t
had sex even on the Net. Maybe she was still a stranger, and afraid, in
the |l and she never nade.
| ought to know! Martha thought. She ought to tell ne. |I'm her nother



genes,

after

to

back

t he

Wer e

al |

For

doesn'

you

had

didn't

f eel

tol d,

after all. | don't even know if she hates ne for not having better
or the benefit of genetic counselling, or for having eyes that see

their own stupid fashion
"I"'msure they do," she said, in answer to Carl Uick's little homly.

"And |I'm sure you're right about the proper way to think about it. |'m
really very glad that Jennifer has been able to use her eyes, and that
there are people out there who can help her. It's just....so difficult

understand. She doesn't talk to us much, you see. Now that she's found
wor | d where she can function so nuch better, she doesn't like to cone
to ours. But she's still in ours, day in and day out." The truth is in

fl esh, she added, silently.

"I't nust be very difficult for you," the boy conceded, graciously. "It
difficult for nmy parents, at first. | anchored them down for a |ong
and when | wasn't a burden any nore....well, as you say, it's as if |
stepped into a world of my own, where they couldn't follow | couldn't

explain it to them-howit felt to be permanently tuned in to the Net,
with access to every printed page and every visual inmage stored there.

did try, but it wasn't so hard for nme. Once the inplants in ny ears
working it was easy to learn to talk and I was so glad of it | babbl ed
the time about anything and everything. It's not so easy for Jennifer

her, it's far easier to talk to ne, or anyone else wired into the Net,
than it is to talk to you. You nmustn't think that it's because she

t

want to. |I'msure she loves you very nmuch, and |'m sure she's very
grateful for everything you do for her."

"I know that," Martha assured him dishonestly. "How nmuch, exactly, do

know about Jennifer's condition?"
"I don't know rmuch about medi cal science or nolecul ar genetics," Carl
Uick told her, although she couldn't tell whether he was m ssing the

poi nt on purpose. "The technical term nology's beyond ne. Al | know,
really, is that her notor nerves don't work and that the condition is
still deteriorating. | gather that she's alnost entirely paral ysed. She

told me that she needed the new eyes even if she never |earned to see
properly, because her eyelids were the only part of herself she stil

enough control over to use--instead of fingers, that is. Sorry, |

put that very well--what | mean is....'
"It's all right," Martha told him brusquely. "I know exactly what you
mean." After a nmonment's hesitation, while she wondered why she didn't
relieved that she didn't have to protect any lies that Jennifer had

she continued: "She used to be able to use her fingers, you know -j ust

bit, for a while. Then, after they gave up on the speech therapy, they
fitted a keypad gi znbp to her nmouth so that she could pick out the



letters

but

whi ch

had

ever

t he

her

boy

few

try

He' d

was

made

wi th her tongue--but the disease is degenerative, you see. It just gets
wor se and worse. "
"I know," the boy said. "She told ne. | can't follow all the jargon

she can."
Martha felt tears welling up then. For some reason, the thought that
Jenni fer understood what was happening to her--that the fancy eyes

had all owed her to ook directly into the information-world of the Net
all owed her to read and i nwardly digest every single research paper
witten about her condition--always seemed to add that extra turn of

screw to the tragedy itself.
Taking a defensive sip of tea, Martha tried to blink the tears way. She
was determi ned not to nake a show of herself by reaching up to dab at

eyes while the boy was watching her. "Wy did you conme here," she

whi spered. Her confusion had made it inpossible for her to hold the
questi on back any | onger.

Carl Uick paused, but it wasn't one of Geoff's theatrical pauses. The

really was thinking. Eventually, he said: "lI"'msorry if |I've upset you,
but it was Jennifer | cane to see. | just wanted to give her a birthday
present--and she wanted ne to cone. If you'd just let ne see her for a

mnutes....it really will be all right."
He's right, of course, Martha thought, still fighting back the tears.

the one who's being stupid. 1'mthe one who's being blind. I'mthe one

doesn't understand. O course she's told himeverything. O course she
wanted himto cone. O course she wouldn't think it worth her while to

explaining it to us, blinking and blinking and blinking and know ng al
the while that she wasn't getting through...

Qutside, in the road, she heard a car door bang. Al banging car doors
sounded al i ke, but she knew that this particular bang was Geoff's. He'd
been within sight of the men in yellow jackets, after all, and on the
ot her side of the accident the road nmust have been beautifully clear

probably had the accelerator flat to the boards ever since, and now he
here to conplicate matters--after they'd only just been sinplified.
She heard the sound of a key in the front door, and then she heard the

door open and close. It didn't bang; no matter what kind of noise he

in the street Geoff always cane into the house on tiptoe, out of

r espect

for his daughter's condition
"That's my husband,"” she said, wi shing that she didn't sound--or

| ook--so

utterly foolish.

"It's very kind of you to cone all this way," CGeoff said to Carl Uick
"but | really don't think that Jennifer should have asked you w t hout
telling us."
"I'"'msorry about that,

the boy replied, doggedly, "but she is



expecting
me, and | can't see that there's a problem | just want to give her a
present."
Mart ha waited by the door. She knew that she ought to go into the

ki tchen

and finish icing the birthday cake, but she al so knew that she m ght be
needed here. She now regretted the instinct that had sent her scurrying

for the phone, anxious to turn the problemover to Geoff so that he
coul d

sort it out. It was an instinct that was utterly reliable where
dri ppi ng

taps and defective |ight-swi tches were concerned, but now that she
t hought

back on all the Jennifer problems she had automatically turned over to

CGeoff she wasn't so sure that he had ever been the best person to
handl e

t hem

"The thing is," Geoff said, depositing his briefcase in the gap between

the TV and the rubber-plant, exactly as he always did, "that |'m not

sure

you understand the situation here. Jennifer's a very sick girl. She

doesn't have visitors, apart fromthe doctors. | suppose she can

conmuni cate with you--and other people like you--fairly readily, in
spite

of the problens she's had adapting to her new eyes, but she isn't
nearly

so good at coping with face-to-face comunication. | don't think you

understand the kind of pressure you'd be putting her under by coning
here

in person to see her in the flesh. | can understand why she mi ght have

thought that it was a nice idea, but I'mcertain she hasn't thought it

through. It's very kind of you, as | said, and we'll be only too gl ad
to

pass your present on to Jennifer, but we have to be very careful.
really

don't think...."

Martha could see that Carl Uick was becom ng slightly annoyed. She was

becom ng rat her annoyed hersel f--and that was unusual, because CGeoff's

speeches usually washed over her |ike steady rain, gradually wearing
her

down without ever raising the slightest hint of anger or resistance.
She

was afraid that the boy m ght say sonething that woul d make things
wor se,
so she stepped in before he coul d.
"Wuld it really do any harm Geoff?" she said. "Maybe if he just
| ooked
in...."
CGeoff turned on her in frank astonishnment, raising his eyebrows as if

to

say: |Is this what | rushed home for? Did | come hell for leather in
answer

to your hysterical call, only to find that you' ve gone over to the
eneny?

"I think it mght do sone harm" Ceoff said, as if anyone but a
conpl ete

i di ot would have been able to understand his concern and support his

stance. "I don't think this young man understands...."

"Actually, M Mortinore," said Carl Uick, doing exactly what Mrtha
had



been afraid he'd do, "I think it mght be you who doesn't understand."
Ceoff's pause was the nother of all pauses. For the first time in her
life, Martha understood what peopl e nmeant when they said that there
wer e
ti mes when you could hear a pin drop. She felt that she could have
wat ched
the pin in question fall, in slow notion close-up, even though she only
had the eyes that nature had given her
Li ke all Geoff's pauses, though, this one only led to an anti-cli max.
There was nowhere else it could lead, in a household as civilized as

this
one. "lIndeed," he said, in a tone so falsely polite that you could have
cut it with a paring-knife. "In that case, perhaps you' d like to
expl ain
it to me."
Mart ha realised that Geoff thought that he could deal with Carl U ick
as
he m ght have dealt with any comon-or-garden fourteen-year-old boy. He
thought that his acid request for an explanation would only bring forth
bl uster and confusion. He thought that he had the upper hand within the
ordered sanctum of his own honme. Martha al ready knew t hat he was wong
on
every count, and couldn't tear herself away even though she knew ful
wel |
that her presence would make his humiliation worse.
"You said that Jennifer's a very sick girl," the boy said, by way of
preanbl e.
"She is," Geoff confirmed, feeling that he was on safe ground. "Very
si ck

i ndeed. "
“In fact," Carl Uick said, "you think she's dying."
Martha wi nced. Even CGeoff w nced. Neither of themwanted to nmake the
obvi ous reply.
"Well, she isn't,"” the boy told them wth all apparent sincerity. "She
used to be. She told ne once that she used to think that there was
not hi ng
to life except dying, and that she was just saving time. Now, she knows
that she's living."
Mart ha could see that the boy was taking care not to go for the
j ugul ar.
He was taking care not to say al oud what Jennifer nust actually have
sai d--that she was the only one in the house who had turned the corner
had gi ven up dying and taken to living. But Jennifer had never said

t hat
to Martha. She had never said anything to Martha about any of this. She
had turned for help to someone who had ears to hear and eyes to
see--soneone | ucky enough to be born deaf and blind; soneone |ucky
enough
to take full advantage of the wonders of nodern technol ogy.
"I"'mglad...." Geoff began--but Carl Uick hadn't finished. H s pauses
wer e honest pauses.
"Jenni fer knows that she's in a race," the boy said, "but she honestly
thi nks she has a fair chance of winning it. She's keeping a cl ose eye
on
every teaminvolved in rel evant research. She thinks that they'll find
a
way to control the regeneration of neural tissue accurately enough to
begi n stitching her back together again--her phrase, not mne--before
t he

degeneration kills her. She thinks they'll be able to hold her together



| ong enough and wel |l enough for what she calls serious cyborgization. |
think she's right. She can't see half the things | can see, because her

visual cortex can't produce the illusion of deep imersion in virtua
reality, but she can read and she can hear. | w sh there were better
wor ds
to describe it, but there aren't. | suppose the only way you can
i magi ne

what she's experiencing is to think of her new eyes as little
vi deophones

planted in her skull--glorified versions of the nobile in your car--but
the sight they offer is so nuch richer than that....she's not dying, M
Mortinore. She was, but she isn't any nore. | w sh she could have
explained that to you herself, but | can understand how difficult it is
for her."”

This time, CGeoff didn't bother to pause. "lIs that why she told you to
cone?" he wanted to know. "To |l ecture us?"
O course it is, you bloody idiot, Martha thought. And how el se coul d

she

do it, when it's so hard for her to speak to us, and so much harder for
us

to listen?

"Of course not," Carl Uick said, as generously as he could. "I wanted
to

cone, and she said | could. | wanted to give her a birthday present."
He

was still clutching the square package seal ed in w ne-col oured w appi ng.
I

bet it's a good present, Martha thought. | bet he knows what you ought
to

give to a girl who has everything--everything, at l|east, that we could

t hi nk of.

"She should have told us," Geoff insisted, doggedly. "This isn't
right.”

But he knew he'd |lost the battle, and the war. He didn't have any
answer

to the boy's charges.

"It's just a present, Ceoff," Martha said, as soothingly as she
coul d- - and

she'd had a ot of practice. "It can't do any harmto let himgive it
to

Jenny hinsel f. She'd never forgive us if we didn't." And she'd be
right,

she added, silently. Wiat can | have been thinking of, to be so scared?

CGeoff wilted. He could have shot Martha a venonous gl ance, but he
didn't.

He just wilted. Those bl ue, unshaded eyes had knocked the stuffing out

of

him-as if, like Superman's eyes, they had | ooked right into his heart
and

shrivelled it with heat. "All right," he whispered. "If that's what you

want . "

He was talking to Martha, trying to shift the blame---but it was the
boy

who said: "It is."

"I'f you can hang on for two mnutes,” Martha said, "I'lIl finish icing
t he

cake. W can all go up together." She wasn't ashamed of the cake any
nor e

She knew that Carl Uick wasn't going to | ook down on her because she
couldn't ice a decent curve. She knew, too, that he wasn't going to



flinch

when he saw Jennifer in the flesh

VWil e they went up the stairs Martha wondered what was in the box. In
times past she and Geoff had had all kinds of options when Jennifer's
bi rt hday came round. They had bought her pictures to decorate the walls

of
her room nusic to play on her stereo, textpaks to slot into her
ki ng-si zed bookpl ate. Ever since she'd had her new eyes fitted, though
she' d been tuned into the Net.
Now, Jennifer could summon any piece of nusic she wanted, and she could
replace the walls of her roomwith any of a mllion virtual roomns--and
even if she couldn't see themvery well, that was far, far better than
t he
prison-cell in which she'd lived for nore than twel ve years. Now, the
ki ng-si zed bookpl ate al ways faced away fromthe bed, displaying nothing
but the things Jennifer said, when she took the trouble to use her
bl i nking eyes to say anything at all
CGeoff had to open the door of Jennifer's room because Martha was
hol di ng
the cake in both hands. She'd put a single lighted candle on it in the
hope of making anends for the lousy icing. She intended to invite Carl
Uick to blowit out.
Jennifer wasn't asleep. She couldn't actually | ook around when the door
opened, but her eyes shifted in their sockets. Like Carl Uick's,
Jennifer's eyes were blue, but they were a brighter blue than his. Her
hair was bright too, and the tinme Martha had put into grooming it
earlier
that afternoon hadn't gone to waste. Jennifer wasn't pretty, and the
wasting of her nerves had taken all the life out of her flat cheeks and
sl ack nouth, but she did have nice hair.
CGeoff should have introduced the visitor but he didn't. He just stood
aside, unwilling or unable to rouse hinself fromhis sulk. It wasn't
t hat
he was ashanmed of the way his daughter was--he just couldn't avoid
bei ng
infected, in spirit if not in body, by the fact of her slow decline.
What

the boy had told himhadn't made any difference; when be | ooked at
Jennifer now he still saw a hopel ess case. He didn't dare to hope.
Do | ? Martha asked herself.

The lack of an introduction didn't natter

"Hello Jennifer,"” Carl Uick said, shuffling nervously towards the
bedside. "I'mCarl. I'msorry I'ma little late."

HELLO CARL. GOOD TO SEE YQU AT LAST. The words appeared on the

out -t ur ned

bei ng

of

bookplate with marvellous alacrity, red letters against a black
background. Martha realised that Jennifer nust have had themset up in
advance, ready to flash at the least twitch of her eyelid.

"Your nother's brought your cake," Carl told her, dutifully, "and I've
brought you a present."

But the cake's usel ess, Martha thought. Now that you can only take
liquids, cake's just as useless as all the other things we used to give
you. We can think of you while we eat it, but all you can do is | ook at

and weigh its worth as a nmeasure of our |ove. She knew that she was
stupidly maudlin, but she couldn't help it. She blinked away the threat

a tear and concentrated hard on Carl U ick's slender fingers as they



tore
the sell ot ape away, peel ed back the burgundy w appi ng-paper and lifted
t he
lid of the white plastic box wthin.
Jenni fer was wat ching too. For the noment, her eyes were turned away
from
the great wide world of the Net, bringing the ordinary world into
focus--the world where her poor half-blind parents were condemed to
spend
their relentlessly ordinary |ives.
The thing that lay in the five-inch box was | ess than four inches
acr oss.
It was round and lenticular, like an oversized magnifying glass. Martha
could see that it wasn't glass, though--it had a texture like jelly, or
one of those silicone inplants they used to inplant in wonen's breasts

the days before cosnetic somatic engineering. It seened to be sonme kind
of

fluid-filled sac but the fluid wasn't clear; it had clouds in it:

om nously dark clouds, as grey as thunderheads.

The boy set the box down on the bed and used two hands to lift the

jelly

up. His attitude was reverent and his hands didn't shake at all. Martha

gl anced down at her own burden, and the awkward way she bore it, but
she

soon returned her attention to the bed, the boy and the blinking
bookpl at e.

VWHAT IS I T?

This time, Jennifer had to blink each letter individually but the
nessage

appeared by swift and sure degrees.

"It's a closed ecosystem " Carl said, glancing sideways at Martha to

i nclude her in the explanation. "You can get themin glass globes, with

phot osynthetic algae to inmport the energy required to keep them goi ng,
but

this is different. These are all artificial mcro-organi sns, cooked up
in

a lab. The primary producers are thernmosynthetic. |nstead of soaking up

phot ons they absorb heat fromthe environment. The soft shell's a

wonderfully efficient conductor. If | put it on your chest, just bel ow
t he

neck, it will absorb heat fromyour skin. Your body-heat wll becone
t he

motor of a little universe. There's nothing in there bigger than a
singl e

cell, but the organisns at the top of the food-chain are
bi ol um nescent.

VWhen it's stabilised you can see themglinting in the dark, like tiny

flashes of 1ightning."

As he spoke the boy placed the lunp of jelly exactly where he'd said he

woul d. He didn't have to move anything out of the way; the intelligent

mattress and coverlet that kept Jennifer's unnoving body free of
bedsores

required her to be naked, and the coverlet only cane up far enough to
hi de

her nipples, for nodesty's sake.

Jennifer didn't have to | ook down to see it. There was a mirror set
above

her bed, so that she could | ook at herself. She had insisted, and CGeoff

hadn't been able to talk her out of it. Jennifer |ooked into the mrror



now wi th her bright blue eyes, studying the circle that lay on her
st ernum
i ke an enanel | ed pendant, grey clouds set agai nst the background of

her

uncanni ly pal e skin.

"You don't have to keep it on all the tinme, of course,” the boy told
her .

"I'f you put it somewhere cool the whole system goes into suspended

ani mation--a kind of hibernation.”" He turned to Martha, adding: "You
don't

need to put it in the fridge. A drawer will do."

LEAVE I T, Jennifer said, as if she feared that Martha mght ship it
away

instantly..

| knew it would be good, Martha thought. Even though we racked our
br ai ns

and couldn't think of anything, | knew there had to be an answer. Her
eyes

al ready give her access to everything there is to be seen, and her
fl esh
is so frail that she can't [ift a finger or even use her tongue to
pr oper
effect, but she still has blood in her veins and heat in her
heart - - heat
enough to sustain a world in mniature.
"The truth is in the flesh," she murnured. She was tal king to herself,
but
everyone coul d hear her
NO. The word appeared angrily red on said Jennifer's bookplate. The
devi ce
added, letter by letter: NOT TRUTH NOT ME
Mart ha knew that her acute enbarrassment must be show ng. The
candl e-fl ame
flickered as her hands shook.
"What Jennifer neans," Carl Uick said, softly, "is that truth is in
t he
senses. Truth is in what you see and hear, and how you interpret it.
Warnth is in the flesh.”
It was Geoff who asked: "Do you like the present, Jenny?"
YES, the bookplate flashed. WEAR I T ALWAYS. WANT TO SEE THE LI GHT
"Me too," said Ceoff.
"You'll have to wait a while," Carl Uick advised. "Gve it a couple of
hours, then switch off the Iights. Wen your eyes have adjusted to the
dark, you'll see the sparks. It's beautiful."
"l baked you a cake," Martha said, as she cane forward to join the boy.
"I"'msorry about the icing. | just can't seemto steady ny hands any

"Il put sone icing in the blender later, so that you can taste it.
Wul d

you like Carl to bl ow out the candl e?"

YES.

Carl blew out the candle. He opened his mouth to say sonething el se but
he

st opped when he saw t he bookplate's screen flicker into |life again.

| LOVE YOQU, Jennifer spelt out, one red letter at a tine.

Carl was, after all, a fourteen-year-old boy. He couldn't take that
ki nd

of declaration with equaninmty. Like a perfect fool--a gloriously
per f ect

fool--he turned to Martha and said: "She neans you." He neant | told



you

t hat

been

j oy

t he

Sar ob

so--and so he had. Not that Martha had every doubted that her daughter
woul d | ove her parents, if she could. Al that Martha had doubted was

her daughter was still capable of |love, now that her frail flesh had
becone so pale, so nearly dead.

Jenni fer had set the nessage to repeat.

| LOVE YQU, the screen said. | LOVE YOU. | LOVE YOU. | LOVE YQU.

Mart ha wasn't about to object to Carl Uick's heroic attenpt to include
themin Jennifer's ful sonme thanks, and neither was Geoff. Ceoff wasn't
qui t e magnani mous enough to suggest al oud that the nmessage might have

meant to include all of them but that was only because he was too busy
pausi ng. He knew wel | enough what Jennifer neant.
Carl Uick's face was as crinson as the letters. H's confusion was a

to behol d--but he was pleased. He was certain that he'd done the right
thing, delighted that he'd had the guts to follow through. Martha knew
that even CGeoff nust be relieved, by now, that he hadn't managed to
defl ect the boy from his purpose.

Mart ha al so knew, and was very glad she knew, that it didn't matter in

| east who Jennifer's words were i ntended for
The inportant thing--the only inportant thing--was that she was able to
mean what she said
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