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  Stan’s in the Possibilibots cafeteria with the guys from his team—his new team, the team he’s just been inserted into. He’s having a beer, that weak pissy beer they’re brewing in Consilience now; plus a side of onion rings and some fries to share, and a platter of BBQ wings. Sucking the fat off a wing, he reflects that he himself might have tended the owner of this wing when it had been covered with feathers and attached to a chicken. A Positron chicken, in the Positron Prison chicken facility he’d once supervised on alternate months, when his life had passed for ordinary.

It seems a century away now, that stretch of time when he’d lived with Charmaine in their bland but well-tended Consilience home. She’d done a lot of laundry and ironing and worn an apron, as in some re-creation of a fifties sitcom, and he’d kept the lawn mowed neatly and the hedges trimmed, and they’d made sedate domestic love under a floral-patterned sheet with ribbon bows and bluebirds on it. Yes, he’d been bored, he’d had the urge to wander, though doesn’t every husband? And yes, he’d been obsessive about a woman who turned out not to exist, but even that was well within the range of normal, most guys did it at least once in their lives. It was a hormone thing, the illusion, the disillusion. Par for the course. And yes, he’d discovered that Charmaine had been cheating on him; that was par for the course too, and in time he could have handled it.

* * *

But that was before the ground had been whipped out from under his feet like a sheet of greased Astroturf and he’d found himself strapped to a gurney and drugged to the gills, so thick-tongued he’d been unable to speak. And then angel-faced Charmaine had come into the room and tearfully stuck a needle into him, fully believing that she was murdering him. At least she’d had the decency to cry, not that the waterworks meant much. She’d always been an easy weeper.

The bitch. If the tables had been turned, would he have done such a thing to her? No. Of course not. Well, possibly. Under persuasion. Or under coercion. Depending on what was at stake. If he himself would be killed otherwise.

Or maybe to save humanity. Though increasingly he wonders why he would even bother to do that: the more he knows about humanity, the less he likes it. And the more he suspects that beneath every innocuous-looking surface—such as the smiling, big-eyed, innocent blond surface of Charmaine—there’s a toxic cesspool. Terminal selfishness, lust and greed, malevolent intentions: these abound. Not that he himself has been immune to such motives; but he’s had limited scope to act on them.

Luckily for him, he wasn’t really dead after that needle, just out cold. When he woke up, he was tethered to a binful of blue knitted teddy bears, in a warehouse full of what looked like coffins. Then his minder, Jocelyn, had arrived to rev him up with some fuckawful coffee and give him a set of cryptic instructions—basically, wait for more instructions. After which he would be smuggled out of Positron, and then outside the walls of the town of Consilience. Then he could proceed to rescue democracy single-handedly or some such crap. As if there was any democracy left, and even if there was, as if he could rescue it. He’ll be a message bearer, according to Jocelyn; but what exactly is the message, and who’s he supposed to deliver it to? He has no fucking clue.

Naturally he’d gone along with her plans. There weren’t any options: if he’d told her to take a hike, Jocelyn could have broken his neck in one quick move. He’d had ample proof that she was trained in neck breaking or the equivalent during the enforced time he’d done as her sex toy and houseboy. Whatever it takes, he’d thought. Anything to make it out of this nightmare, out through the gates of Consilience, back into the admittedly crumbling and anarchic outside world. Once there, he could make a run for it, through the deteriorating urban scumlands he used to know so well. He could run far away from Positron and its grand schemes, those grand schemes that Jocelyn—once their greatest supporter—was now determined to undermine. He could run far away from Jocelyn, too, with her lofty intentions and good legs and edgy sexual tastes. He could run and run.

(But what about Charmaine? Whatever she thinks she did to him, it wasn’t premeditated: she was really upset. He can’t leave her behind. Or can he? Maybe she’ll be safer in there, away from the thugs and gangs. Maybe she’ll be happier.)

* * *

After caffeinating him, Jocelyn had equipped him with a name tag and steered him toward the warehouse door. He’d found himself in a hallway, a hallway with the Positron color scheme of boiled-chicken beige and gallbladder green. And, fuck! Who should be waiting for him there but Phil, or possibly Max, man of two names and a thousand faces, all of them handsome, all of which Stan would enjoy smashing in. Phil/Max, the factotum and compliant husband of Jocelyn herself; and Max/Phil, the oily seducer of Charmaine. Or Stan can only suppose the seduction was oily.

Scratch that thought: he can live without the mental images of lubricants. He has enough mental images of that treacherous event, thanks to the all-living, all-breathing videos Jocelyn had seen fit to show him of Charmaine and Phil/Max fornicating like weasels on a griddle. So, Philmax: one moment video-porn lothario, next moment Jocelyn’s husband and co-subversive; and now, presto! Maxphil in a Positron boiler suit and a fleece jacket of a better grade than Stan’s, and a badge that said POSSIBILIBOTS PERSONNEL. 

“Welcome back to full consciousness,” Philmax had said, with—was that a superior smirk, the smirk of cuckolder to cuckold? At least he’d had the sense not to stick out his hand for a friendly shake: Stan would’ve fucking mangled him. Or tried to.

Stan refrained from making some below-the-belt quip about Jocelyn’s sexual antics: that could wait for a more propitious occasion, such as just before he got his hands around Mr. Romeo’s neck. “Come and meet your team,” said Philmax, this time without the smirk.

So Stan had met them. They didn’t say boo. He was a replacement, that was all they knew. Replacements, it seemed, came and went.

* * *

The guys on his Possibilibots team look normal enough on the outside, just ordinary guys sitting around in the cafeteria having lunch, like him. Not young, not old; fit enough, though a couple of them are getting plump around the middle. They’ve all got name tags, like his. His says WALDO, and he really needs to remember that his name is Waldo now, not Stan. All he has to do is to stay Waldo until someone reveals what it is he has to do next; or else until he figures out how to make a break for it on his own.

Tiptoe through the Tulips is supposed to be his code, his signal, his secret handshake. Will his unknown contact speak it or sing it? He hopes there won’t be singing. Who chose that hideous tune? Jocelyn, naturally: along with her other complex personality traits, she has a warped sense of humor. She’d relish the idea of making some poor sod croak out that brain-damaged ditty. Not one of the guys at lunch looks like the Tiptoe through the Tulips kind; not one looks like a possible undercover contact. But then, they wouldn’t.

Waldo, Waldo, he tells himself. You are Waldo now. It’s a feeble name, like something in a kids’ kitten book. The other names around the table are more solid: Derek, Kevin, Gary, Tyler, Budge. He’s only just met them, he knows almost nothing about them, so he has to keep his mouth shut and his ears open. And they know nothing about him except that he’s been sent to fill a vacancy on their team in the usual way. Whatever that usual way is. Have they all been injected with bogus death drugs and embedded in bins of knitted teddy bears?

* * *

Charmaine did not sleep well last night, even though she was in her own bed. Though increasingly she’s come to realize that this bed isn’t really hers, it’s only on loan from Consilience, because they bought all of the basics inside this control-freak town, right down to the dishcloths. And anyway, the Alternates sleep in this bed when they live here, during the turn-and-turn-about months when she and Stan are doing their duty inside Positron Prison.

Or were doing their duty, before …

But anyway, it’s a bed she’s used to. Or she was used to it when Stan was in there with her. But now it feels alien to her, like one of those scary movies where you wake up and find you’re on a spaceship, and you’ve been abducted, and people you thought were your friends have had their brains taken over, and they want to do kinky probes; because Stan isn’t in this bed with her anymore and he will never be in it again. Face it, she tells herself: you carried out the procedure on him, you kissed him goodbye and then you stuck the needle in him, and he died. That’s reality, and it doesn’t matter how much you cry about it now, because he’s still dead and you can’t bring him back.

She hadn’t meant to kill him. She hadn’t meant to kill him. She’d been expecting another Anonymous, she’d just been doing her job, removing the disruptive elements from society but not in a cruel way: it was deeply pleasurable for them, they literally died of pleasure, and their removal was better for them because they would never be able to fit into the new and safer world the Consilience project was building, would they?

But when she’d walked into the room in the Medications Administrations wing of Positron Prison, suddenly there was Stan, strapped to the gurney and mumbling and gazing at her pitifully. How else could she have acted? She’d had a bunch of last-minute desperate thoughts about how to get Stan out of there, but there was no way, she was trapped. It was a loyalty thing, it was about the subversive elements that Ed the director was talking about more and more on Consilience TV. It was a test of how dedicated and committed she was, and how well she could suppress her own feelings for the greater good, and she passed that test. She sacrificed Stan, it was the only possible choice she could make, but it ripped her in two. They forced her to use her head and discard her heart; but it wasn’t so easy, because the heart goes last and it was still clinging on inside her all the time she was readying the needle and nerving herself to use it; which is why she was crying the whole time.

Then Stan’s eyes rolled up, and everything went black, and she must have fainted and banged her head on the floor. And the next thing she knew, she was back in this house, lying on the sofa, with a headache.

At least she didn’t have a concussion. That’s what they told her at the Consilience clinic after the CAT scan they’d put her through. They’d sent her home with three kinds of pills—a pink one, a green one, and a yellow one—to help her relax, they said. She hadn’t taken them, however: she didn’t trust what was in those pills. Slipping a person some kind of knockout thing was what those aliens did before they got you onto their spaceship, and then you woke up surrounded by tubes, right in the middle of a probe. That isn’t going to happen, there aren’t any aliens; but still, she didn’t trust what might happen to her while she was sleeping like a baby.

“You’ll sleep like a baby” was what Aurora from Human Resources had said about those pills. She’d been at the clinic, waiting for Charmaine to arrive. There was collusion going on, there were arrangements being made. How many of them were in on it? Aurora, for sure. And the woman who’d taken Charmaine to the clinic, the woman with dark hair and square teeth and hoop earrings. She was the same one whose head had appeared in the TV-screen box at the Medications Administrations reception desk, and that head had given the orders about Stan. Not that Stan had been mentioned by the head, not by name.

Charmaine had recognized that woman. She’d blurted out, “You’re the head! The head in the box!” But all she’d gotten was a stone-faced stare and then a blanket denial.

She should have put it better: telling a person that they were a head in a box was too blunt. She should have been more tactful. “Haven’t I seen you before?” Something like that.

She’d blundered again, because the driver of the pickup car was Max, her onetime passionate secret lover, and she’d blurted that out, too. But Max claimed he’d never seen her before. He said he wasn’t Max at all, only a chauffeur called Phil. Phil! She could never have flung herself into the arms of a man called Phil, or let him call her a hot little slut. Phils were pharmacists, they were rug-cleaning specialists, they had no inner shadows and banked-up flames of desire. They were not compelling and mysterious. And Max was, even in that ridiculous driver’s uniform he was wearing, so she knew it was all a big fat lie.

Then she realized she should play mute, and act dumb, and not take any kind of a pill, because they were messing with her head. She’d seen movies like that: people disguising themselves as other people and pretending not to know you, and hiding your things; then, when you accused them of doing it, they’d say you were crazy. So if she acted crazy by telling the truth, they would have an excuse for the straitjackets, or for pushing her out a window and then saying she’d jumped. So her best bet is to go along with whatever made-up version of themselves they want to put out there.

Though if she could corner Max alone, and make him kiss her, and get a firm grip on his belt buckle—a familiar buckle, one she could undo in her sleep—then his stupid cover story would smoke and burn, and turn to ash, like the flammable thing it was.

* * *

There’ve been a lot of yuks at the lunch table, a lot of in-jokes that Stan didn’t quite catch. He’s reading facial expressions, or trying to: behind the genial grins there’s a wall, behind which a foreign language is being spoken; or is that paranoia? Around the room, at other cafeteria tables, there are other knots of men. Other Possibilibots teams, would be his guess. He’s doing a lot of guessing.

The cafeteria is a long room with light green walls. Frosted glass windows down one side: you can’t see out. On the side without the windows there’s a couple of retro-looking posters. One of them shows a little girl of six or seven in a ruffled white nightie, rubbing one eye sleepily, a blue teddy bear cradled in the crook of her other arm. There’s a steaming cup of something in the foreground. SLEEP TIGHT, says the slogan. It’s an old poster—twenties or thirties, it looks like—for a chocolate malted bedtime drink.

The other poster shows a pretty blond girl in a red and white spotted bikini, doing a pinup pose, hands clasped around one drawn-up knee, the foot in a sling-back red high heel; the other leg extended, the shoe dangling from her toe. Pouty red lips, a wink. Some writing in, it must be, Dutch.

“Looks like a real girl, yeah?” says Derek. “But she’s one of ours.” He sounds proud. “They did that poster in a fifties style. It’s one from the overseas line. Those Dutch are so far ahead of us!”

“Yeah, they’ve done the legislation and everything,” says Gary. “They anticipated the future.”

“What’s it say?” Stan asks. He knows what they’re making here at Possibilibots. Replica women, robotic women: prostibots, some for the export trade, some for domestic use. Slut machines, some called them. There was vague talk about them at his Consilience workplace among his fellow scooter repair guys, before Jocelyn toy-boyed him and Charmaine murdered him, and he ended up in the binful of knitted bears. Maybe all women should be robots, he thinks with a tinge of acid: the flesh-and-blood ones are way fucking out of control.

“It’s Dutch, so who knows what it says exactly,” says Kevin. “But something like ‘Better than real,’ ” says Kevin.

“And is it?” says Stan. He’s feeling more relaxed now—nobody seems to suspect him of not being Waldo—so he can risk a few offhand questions.

“The voice options are great,” says Derek. “You can have silent or, like, moans and screams, even a few words: more, harder, like that.”

“In my book it’s not the same,” says Gary, head on one side as if tasting some new foodstuff. “I didn’t go for it that much, myself. It was too, you know, mechanical. But some guys prefer it. No worries if you fuck up.”

“So to speak,” says Tyler, and they all laugh.

“You need to fiddle with the settings,” says Kevin, reaching over for the last onion ring. “It’s not one size fits all. You guys want another round of beers? I’ll get them.”

“I vote yes,” says Tyler. “And throw in some more of those wings.”

“Maybe you just picked the wrong model,” says Budge.

“I don’t think it will ever replace the living and breathing,” says Gary.

“They said that about e-books,” says Kevin. “You can’t stop progress.”

“With the Platinum grade, they do breathe,” says Derek. “In, out. I prefer that. With the ones that don’t breathe, you sense there’s something missing.”

“Some have got heartbeats, too,” says Kevin. “If you want to get fancy. That’s the Platinum Plus.”

“They should stick some kneepads into the kit, anyway,” says Gary. “Mine got stuck in high gear, skinned my knees, I damn near crippled myself, and I couldn’t turn the damn thing off.”

“You might like that feature in a real one,” says Kevin. “No turn-off button.”

“Trouble is, with some of the real ones, there’s no turn-on button,” says Tyler, and this time it’s laughs all round.

“But you need to remind yourself they’re not alive; they’re that good,” Derek says to Stan, once the rest have settled down. Of all of them, he seems the biggest booster of product quality.

“We should let old Waldo try it out, don’t you think?” says Tyler. “We all did, first chance we had! Give him a test run? What about it, Waldo?”

“It’s not officially allowed,” says Gary. “Unless you’ve been assigned for it.”

“But they turn a blind eye,” says Tyler.

Stan gives what he hopes is a lascivious grin. “I’m game,” he says.

“Bad boy,” says Tyler lightly.

“So you don’t mind pushing the boundaries,” says Budge.

“Well, I …” Stan says. Has he made a mistake, displayed criminal tendencies, put himself at risk?

“Okay, then,” says Derek. “First the tour, then the test run.”

They’re all looking at him: smiling, but not laughing. There’s something odd about those smiles, but Stan can’t pin it down.

* * *

After they’d driven her back from the clinic and she’d crawled into bed, Charmaine kept as quiet as a mouse. She couldn’t even pace the floor or wail, because Aurora from Human Resources had insisted on sleeping in the guest bedroom, right next to her own room. Someone needed to stay with Charmaine, said Aurora: considering the deplorable shock of the chicken facility tragedy, Charmaine might do some rash and ill-considered thing that Aurora was obviously dying to spell out.

“We wouldn’t want to lose you, too,” she said in her sugary, falsely considerate voice, the one she used to demote people. The square-toothed woman—who’d finally introduced herself as Jocelyn from Security—had backed Aurora up in an overly firm way. Strongly advisable was the phrase she used. Though, she added, Charmaine was free to make her own decisions.

Like heck I am, Charmaine thought. “Leave me the F alone!” she’d wanted to scream. But you didn’t argue with Security. Pick your battles, her grandmother used to tell her when she was nine, and there was no point in getting into a tug-of-war over whether or not pushy Aurora, with her pulled-back fail of a facelift, was going to be allowed to rumple up Charmaine’s neatly ironed floral sheets.

And muss up the clean towels, as well. And waste a rose-scented miniature guest soap; though she and Stan never had any guests, because no one you’d known before could get into Consilience for a visit—you couldn’t even phone them or e-mail them. But just thinking you might someday have a real guest, like an in-law or an old high school friend, people who you hoped wouldn’t stay long, and they most likely hoped it too, but still, it was nice to catch up—just thinking about it was a comfort. She tried to see Aurora as that sort of a guest, instead of a spy in disguise; and that was when she finally went to sleep.

* * *

“Rise and shine,” says Aurora’s voice. Darn it if she isn’t barging in the door, carrying Charmaine’s tray with Charmaine’s teacup on it. “I’ve made you a wake-up tea. My goodness, you really did need that beauty sleep!”

“Why, what time is it?” says Charmaine groggily. She acts groggier than she is so Aurora will think she’s taken those pills. She did flush a couple of them down the toilet, because she wouldn’t put it past Aurora to count.

“It’s noon,” says Aurora, setting the teacup down on the nightstand. There’s nothing on that stand, none of the usual clutter—the nail file, the hand lotion, the lavender aromatherapy sachet pincushion—only the alarm clock and the tissue box. And Stan’s nightstand has been cleared off, as well. “Now, you just get yourself up, take your time, no hurry. I’ve fixed us brunch.” She smiles her tight, wrinkle-free smile.

What if it’s not her real face? thinks Charmaine. What if it’s only stuck on and there’s a giant cockroach or something behind it? What if I grabbed her by both of the ears and pulled: would the face pop off?

“Oh, thank you so much,” she says.

* * *

The brunch is laid out on the sunny-nook kitchen table: the eggs in the little hen egg cups Charmaine bought as a tribute to Stan’s chicken work, the coffee in the mugs with gnomes on them, a grumpy one for Stan and a happy one for Charmaine, though sometimes she’d switch them around for fun. Stan needed more fun in his life, she’d tell him. Though what she’d meant was that she needed more fun in her own life. Well, she’d gotten some. She’d gotten Max. Fun plus, for a while.

“Toast? Another egg?” says Aurora, who has taken full possession of the stovetop, the pots, the toaster. How has she known where to find everything in Charmaine’s kitchen? A horde of folks has been trooping in and out of her house, it seems: checking up on her, taking away Stan’s things, and lord knows what else. The place might as well be made of cellophane; and Charmaine too, because they want her to be transparent. Not that she’s about to let them inside her head.

“More coffee?” says Aurora. Charmaine looks down at the mug: Aurora has given her the happy gnome. She feels tears trickling down her cheeks. Oh, no, not more crying; she really doesn’t have the strength for it. Why had they wanted to kill Stan? He hadn’t done anything, he wasn’t a subversive element; unless he’d been hiding something from her. But he was so simple, so easy to read … On the other hand, that’s what he’d thought about her, and look how much she’d hidden from him.

Maybe he’d found out something about Positron, something really bad. Dangerous chemicals in the chickens, and everyone was eating them? Surely not; those chickens were organic. But maybe the chickens are part of some terrible experiment, and Stan discovered it and was going to warn everyone. Could that be it, the bad thing he’d done? The reason they wanted him dead? If so, he really was a hero, and she was proud of him.

Or maybe it was something about the procedure itself, such as who those people really were. The ones she’d been injecting were mostly men, young men: the criminal demographic, they said. But she wasn’t the only one at Positron doing the procedure, so most likely there were women, as well. And maybe those people weren’t subversive elements at all. Maybe they were like Stan—people who happened to find things out.

And what happened to the bodies, really? She’d never asked; she must have known even then that it would be crossing a line.

She wipes her nose on the napkin, a cloth one with a robin embroidered on it in tiny stitches. Aurora reaches across the sunny-nook table, pats her hand. “Never mind,” she says. “It will be all right. Trust me. Now, finish your breakfast, and we’ll go shopping.”

“Shopping?” Charmaine almost shouts. “What in the heck for?”

“The funeral,” says Aurora, in the mollifying, reasonable voice of an adult to a balky child. “It’s tomorrow. You don’t have a single stitch of black in your entire wardrobe.”

“You’ve been going through my closet!” Charmaine says accusingly. “That’s not your right; that closet is …”

“It’s my job,” says Aurora, more strictly. “To help you get through this. You’ll be the star feature, everyone will be looking at you. It would be disrespectful for you to wear … well, pastel flowers.”

She has a point, thinks Charmaine. “Okay,” she says. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge.”

“It’s understandable,” says Aurora. “Anyone would be the same, in your place.”

There has never been anyone in my place, Charmaine thinks. My place is just too weird. And as for you, lady, don’t say understandable to me, because what you understand is nothing. But she keeps that perception to herself.

* * *

After lunch is over, Stan gets the tour. Or Waldo gets the tour. Waldo, Waldo—drill it into your head, he tells himself. He hopes to fuck there’s no other guy called Stan in this unit, because then he might make a slip. Someone would call his real name and his head would snap up, it would be a reflex, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself.

Derek leads Stan and the rest of the team along a long hallway, blandly painted, blandly tiled. On the walls there are glossy photographs of fruit: a lemon, a pear, an apple. Round white-glass light fixtures. They turn a corner, turn another corner. No one teleported in here would have a clue where he was—what city, what country even. He’d just know he was somewhere in the twenty-first century. All generic materials.

“So, there’s basically six divisions,” Derek is saying. “For the standard Economy-class models. Receiving, Assembly, Customization, Quality Control, Wardrobe and Accessories, and Shipping. Past that door you have Receiving, but we won’t bother going through; there’s nothing to see, it’s just guys unloading boxes from the transport trucks.”

“How do the trucks get in?” asks Stan, keeping his voice neutral. “I never saw any big trucks driving through the streets of Consilience.” It’s a scooter town; even cars are a rarity, reserved for Security and the top brass.

“They don’t come through the town,” says Budge casually. “This place is an extension, built onto the back of Positron Prison. The back portal of Receiving opens onto the outside. ’Course, we don’t let any of those truckers come in here. No information exchange, that’s the policy—no gawkers, no leakers. As far as they know, they’re delivering plumbing fixtures.”

Now, that’s interesting, Stan thinks. An outside portal. How can he wangle a job in Receiving without appearing overly eager about it? If he gets fingered as a non-Waldo, he may have to bolt.

“Plumbing fixtures,” he says, with a chortle. “That’s good.”

Budge grins happily.

“The boxes have only the basic parts,” says Kevin. “Made in China like everything else, but it doesn’t pay to assemble them over there and ship them here. That would take up too much room.”

“Plus there would be breakage,” says Gary. “Too much breakage.”

“So they come in parts,” says Derek. “Arms, legs, torsos, basically the exoskeleton. Basic heads, though we do the customizing here. There’s a lot of special orders. Some of the end users are very specific in their requirements.”

“Fetishists,” says Kevin.

“Stalkers,” says Tyler. “They’ll get one made with the face of someone they’re hot for but can’t have, such as rock stars, or cheerleaders, or maybe their high school English teacher.”

“It can get sleazy,” says Budge. “We get some demand for female relatives. We even had a great-aunt once.”

“That was a gross-out,” says Kevin.

“Hey. Everyone’s different,” says Derek.

“But some are more different than others,” says Budge, and they all laugh.

“The info storage chips are already installed, and the voice elements, but we have to 3-D-print some of the neural connections,” says Gary.

“We put the skin on last,” says Tyler. “That’s a skilled custom job. It’s got sensors, it can actually feel you, in a way. With the more expensive line, it can get goose bumps. When you’re in contact, up close and personal, it’s really hard to tell the difference.”

“But after you’ve seen one of them being assembled, you can’t shake the knowledge,” says Budge. “You know it’s just an it.”

“They’ve done double-blind tests, though,” says Gary. “Real ones, and these. These had a 77 percent success rate.”

“They’re aiming for 100 percent,” says Kevin, “but no way they’ll ever get there.”

“No way,” Budge echoes. “You can’t program the little things. The unexpecteds.”

“Though there’s these settings on them,” says Kevin. “You can push RANDOM and get a surprise.”

“Yeah,” says Tyler. “She says, ‘Not tonight, I’ve got a headache.’ ”

“That’s no surprise,” says Kevin, and they laugh some more.

I need to come up with some jokes, Stan thinks. But not yet: they haven’t accepted me completely. They’ve reserved judgment.

“Up ahead we’re coming to Assembly,” says Derek. ”It’s not that interesting either. Have a look, but we don’t need to go in. Remember car factories?”

“Who remembers those?” says Tyler. “Long gone.”

“Okay, movies of them. This guy does nothing but this, that guy does nothing but that. Specialized. Boring as hell. No latitude for error.”

“Get it wrong and they can have a spasm,” says Kevin. “Flail around. That’s not pretty.”

“Bits can come off,” says Gary.

“One guy got clamped. He was stuck like a rat in a trap for fifteen hours, only it was more like a gyroscope. It took an electrician and three digital guys to unplug him, and after that his dick was shaped like a corkscrew for the rest of his life,” says Derek.

They laugh again, looking at Stan to see if he’s believed this. “You’re a sicko,” Tyler says of Derek, affectionately.

“Think of the upside,” says Kevin. “No condoms. No pregnancy woes.”

“No animal was harmed in the testing of this product,” says Derek.

“Except Gary,” says Kevin. More chuckles. Don’t they think there’s anything wrong with this? Stan wonders. But he doesn’t want to say anything: it would draw attention.

* * *

“This is it, in here,” says Derek. “Assembly.” He uses his card key to open a double door, with a notice on it warning against dust and digital devices, these last to be turned firmly off, because, as the sign says, delicate electronic circuits are being activated.

Assembly lines is what Stan would expect to see, and that’s what he does see. Most of the work is being done by robotics—attaching one thing to another, robots making other robots—though there’s a scattering of human overseers. There are moving belts conveying thighs, hip joints, torsos; there are trays of hands, left and right. These body parts are man-made, they’re not corpse portions, but nonetheless the effect is ghoulish. Squint and you’re in a morgue, he thinks.

“How flammable are they?” he asks Derek. “The bodies.” It’s Derek who seems to have the authority. And the card key for the doors: Stan must take note of which pocket he keeps it in. He wonders what other doors that key can open.

“Flammable?” says Derek.

“Supposing a guy is smoking,” says Stan. “Like, a customer.”

“Oh, I don’t think they’ll be smoking,” says Tyler dismissively.

“Can’t walk and chew gum at the same time,” says Derek.

“Some guys like a smoke, though,” says Stan. “Afterwards. I used to smoke myself, before … So what if? And can they add a few words, like ‘That was awesome’?”

“Good idea, but it’s not going to happen,” says Tyler. “The lower-tech models can’t make small talk.”

“These are the cheapest ones,” says Gary. “Language costs extra.”

“They can’t even pester you, like, ‘Did you lock the door?’ ‘Did you take the garbage out?’ All of that,” says Budge.

Stan is overcome with a wave of nostalgia: it smells like orange juice, like fireplaces, like leather slippers. Charmaine had once said things like that to him, in bed. He warms towards Budge: he, too, must have once led a normal life.

* * *

Black flatters me, thinks Charmaine, checking herself out in the downstairs bathroom mirror. Aurora had known where to take her shopping, and though black has never been her color, she’s not negative about the results. The black suit, the black hat, the blond hair—it’s like a white chocolate truffle with dark chocolate truffles all around it; or like, who was that? Marilyn Monroe in Niagara, in the scene right before she gets strangled, with the white scarf she should never have worn, because women in danger of being strangled should avoid any fashion accessories that tie around the neck. They’ve shown that movie a bunch of times on Positron TV, and Charmaine watched it every time. Sex in the movies used to be so much more sexy than it became after you could actually have sex in the movies. It was languorous and melting, with sighing and surrender and half-closed eyes. Not just a lot of bouncy athletics.

Of course, she thinks, Marilyn’s mouth was fuller than mine, and you could use very red, thick lipstick then. But we share that innocence, that surprised look, that expression of Red Riding Hood as the wolf on two legs steps out from behind a tree. Oh! Goodness me! Big doll eyes. Not that Marilyn’s innocence was much in evidence in Niagara. But it was later.

Her own eyes in the mirror are slightly puffy, with faint dark semicircles under them. Alluring, or not? That would depend on a man’s taste: whether he’s aroused by fragility with a hint of spitfire underneath, or perhaps a suggestion of a punch in the eye. Stan wouldn’t have liked it. Stan would have said, What’s wrong with you? Fall out of bed or what? Or else, Don’t fucking look at me like that. Or else, Aw honey, what you need is a big hug. Depending on which phase of Stan she’s remembering. Oh, Stan … 

Stop that, she tells herself. Stan’s gone.

She considers the black hat, a small round hat with a little brim—sort of like a schoolgirl hat—that Aurora said was just right for her. Should she really wear it? Aurora said yes, but is it necessary to wear a hat to a funeral? Everyone did, once; then hats disappeared. But now, inside Consilience, they’re appearing again. Everything in this town is vaguely retro, which accounts for the large supply of black vintage items in the accessory shop. It’s because the past is so much safer. Whatever’s in it has already happened. It can’t be changed; so, in a way, there’s nothing to dread.

That must be why she once felt so safe inside this house, the house she still thinks of as hers. Hers and Stan’s: their own warm cocoon, their shelter from the dangerous winds of the outside world, nestled inside the larger cocoon that was this town. First there are the town walls, like an outside shell; then, inside the walls, Consilience, like the soft white part of an egg. And inside Consilience is Positron Prison, the core, the heart, the meaning of it all.

And somewhere inside Positron, right now, is Stan. Or what used to be Stan. If only she hadn’t … What if, instead … Maybe she herself was a kind of fatal woman, like Marilyn in Niagara, with invisible spiderwebs coming out of her in which men got entangled because they couldn’t help it, and the spiders couldn’t help it either, because it was their nature. Maybe she was doomed to be sticky, like chewing gum, or hair gel, or …

Because look what she’s done without meaning to. She’s caused Stan’s funeral, and now she has to go to it. But she can’t reveal her guilt at the funeral, she can’t cry and collapse and say, It’s all my fault. She’ll have to behave with dignity, because this funeral will be very solemn and pious and reverential, it will be the funeral of a hero, who died in the service of others. What the whole town believes, because it was on the TV, is that there was an electrical fire in the chicken facility, and Stan died to save his fellow workers.

And to save the chickens, of course. And he did save them: no chicken had perished. That fact has been emphasized in the news story as making Stan even more heroic than if he’d saved just people. Or maybe not more heroic, only more touching. Sort of like saving babies: chickens were little and helpless, too, though not so cute. Nothing with a beak can be truly cute, in Charmaine’s opinion. But why is she even thinking about Stan saving chickens? That fire was made up; it had not in any way happened.

Stop dithering, Charmaine, she tells herself. Get back to reality, whatever that will turn out to be.

* * *

The bell’s chiming. She teeters down the hall on her black high heels, opens the front door. It’s Aurora, who slipped out earlier to change into her funeral outfit. Behind her, waiting by the curb, is a long, dark car.

Aurora’s wearing a Chanel-style suit, black with white piping: way too boxy for her figure, which is boxy anyway. Dump the shoulder pads, Charmaine finds herself thinking. The hat is a sort of modified shovel design that does nothing for her, but no hat could, on account of that unfortunate face job. It’s like there’s a hand pulling her hair back so her face is stretched like a small rubber bathing cap over a large bald head. Her eyes, for one thing, are now too far to the sides.

Long ago, when Charmaine was a little girl and recession was a dirty word and not a permanent fact of life, her grandmother had told her that no one should be called ugly. Instead, such people should be called unfortunate. It was just good manners. But the same grandmother had told her—grimly, years later, once things had gone bad in a really serious way—that good manners were for those who could afford them, and that if an elbow in the ribs for the person trying to shove you out of the food queue was what it took, then an elbow in the ribs was the new reality. So what was a young person to make of that?

Aurora smiles her unsettling smile. “How are you feeling now?” she says. She doesn’t wait for an answer. “Bearing up, I hope! The suit looks perfect.” Again she doesn’t wait for an answer. She steps forward, and Charmaine steps back. Why does Aurora want to come in? Aren’t they going to the funeral?

“Aren’t we going to the funeral?” says Charmaine, in a voice that sounds—to herself—plaintive and disappointed, like a child that’s been told it won’t be taken to the circus after all.

“Of course we’re going,” says Aurora. “But we need to wait for a very special guest. He wanted to be here in person, to support you in your loss.” She’s holding her Positron cell phone, Charmaine sees now; she must have just made a call. “Oh, look, here he is now! Johnny on the spot!”

A second black car oozes down the street and draws up behind the first. So Aurora arranged to come first, to make sure that Charmaine is still holding together and not staggering around and raving; then she sent an all-clear signal on her phone, and here comes the mystery man.

It’s Max. She knows it is. He’s slipped away from that cold and controlling woman, the head in the box. He’s snuck off, the way he used to, and very soon she’ll be wrapped in his familiar arms. Nothing stands between them except Aurora—how to get rid of her?—and also the funeral, the one she has to go to. She and Max can just … But what is she thinking? She needs to attend. But wait: Aurora can go to the funeral in her own car, and Charmaine and Max can take the second one, the one Max has just arrived in, and sink back into the luxurious upholstery, and then … Because the funeral isn’t real, Stan isn’t actually there, he’s dead, so it won’t count as cheating.

No, Charmaine, she tells herself. Max can’t be trusted, he’s already shown that. You can’t let yourself be swept away on a tidal wave of treacherous hormones.

But the man clambering awkwardly out of the second car isn’t Max. It takes Charmaine a moment to identify him: it’s Ed, the big cheese. The biggest and most powerful cheese in the whole Consilience complex. Now that’s a surprise, and maybe not a good one: is he here to reprimand? But Aurora is beaming at her as if she’s just won the lottery.

“He wanted to make the effort,” she says. “It’s a tribute to you.”

Does Charmaine feel flattered? Yes, she does. This feeling is not a good thing morally, she knows that. She should be too distraught by the death of Stan to feel flattered about anything. But still.

She smiles uncertainly. It can be very appealing, uncertainty—a sort of modest, hesitant, virginal but guilty look, especially if not fake, and hers is not fake, because right now she’s thinking, even as she smiles: What in holy heck is this man doing here?

* * *

Stan’s getting the general idea, here at Possibilibots. Receiving and Assembly are straightforward enough. Now they’re in Customization, which is a much larger space, and looks more complex. None of the workers here are robots: too much individualized detailing, says Tyler, because this is where they finish the heads. The hairstyling, the finer points of the features. The beards and mustaches, when required.

“The what?” says Stan, in slightly too loud a voice. “There are guy prostibots? Since when?”

Kevin shoots him a look. “Possibilibots is for everyone,” he says.

Of course, thinks Stan. It’s the age of tolerance. Stupid fucking me. Anything goes, out there in the so-called real world; though not inside Consilience, where the surface ambience is like a Doris Day film, relentlessly, smilingly, wholesomely hetero. Have they been eliminating gays all this time, or just not letting them in?

“Granted, most of the orders are for females,” says Tyler. “Though that could change, but as yet there’s not the market demand, so much.”

“Because these Economy bots can’t walk around or anything,” says Kevin. “Limited mobility. No locomotion. So mostly it’s just the missionary position. They do what’s required and that’s about it, whereas with guy on guy …”

“Got it,” says Stan.

“Anyway, some of the male items are for the older women customers,” says Derek. “They say they feel more comfortable with a bot. They don’t have to turn out the lights.” There’s a shared chuckle.

“You can get all different age groups, different body types,” says Budge. “Fat, thin, whatever. Gray hair, there’s some demand for that.”

“Over here is the Expression Department,” says Gary. “There’s a menu of basics. Then on top of those, the folks here can make a few tweaks. Only thing is, once you’ve set the expression it can’t be changed. The functioning human face has thirty-three sets of muscles that control expression, but the full deck would be way too expensive to build, maybe impossible.”

“Just the one expression could get boring after a while,” says Budge. “But most users are in transient-client situations. The gated amusement parks, the casinos, the big-show venues, the destination malls; or the designated moppet-shop quarters in places like Holland, and increasingly right here at home. Quite a few rust-bucket towns have been rejuvenated by setting up a moppet-shop area.”

“The pro girls are pissed about it,” says Derek. “They’ve held demonstrations, tried to smash a few display areas, torn the heads off some moppets. They’ve gotten arrested for destroying private property. It’s not a small investment, setting up a facility.”

“But they rake it in,” says Gary. “Vegas is making more out of these than the slots, or so they say. But it stands to reason: it’s almost all margin once you’ve put in the front money. No food to buy, no death as such, and it’s multiple use squared. Those girls are sturdy! A real one could only do, say, fifty gigs a day, tops, without breaking down, whereas with these the sky’s the limit.”

“Unless the flushing and sanitation mechanisms malfunction,” says Derek.

Stan picks up an order form off one of the worktables. There’s a coded checklist, with letters and boxes. “What’s W?” he says.

“That’s for the standard expressions,” says Budge. “Some guys like a neutral welcoming expression, like a flight attendant. That’s your W. T+H is timid and hesitant, L+S is for lustful and sluttish. A+B is for angry and belligerent; not too much demand for that, you might think, but you’d be amazed. The V is for virgin, which is T+H plus a few other adjustments.”

“Now, over here is Customization Plus,” says Tyler. “This is where the customer sends in a photo and the body type is chosen to go with it, and the face is sculpted to look like the photo. Or as much as possible. Those are all private orders. Of course, we do the dead celebrities for the more entertainment-oriented moppet shops. The Marilyns, the Britneys, the Elvises. A lot of those go to Vegas.”

“It’s like being able to go wild in Madame Tussauds,” says Kevin. “There’s a big demand.”

Stan looks with curiosity at the special custom work going forward. Brunettes at one table, redheads at another. Over here are the blondes.

And here is Charmaine, gazing up at him out of her blue eyes from a disembodied head. A photo of her is clipped to a stand on the table. He recognizes it: it’s his, one with both of them in it, taken when they were at the beach, way back before any of this happened. But he himself has been cut out. There’s just a blank where he once grinned and posed, chest out, biceps flexed. A shiver runs up his spine. Who’s been going through the stuff in his locker? Could it be that Charmaine has ordered up a replica of her own head? And scissored him out of her life?

Who to ask? He glances around. The operative assigned to Charmaine’s head is on a coffee break. Anyway, what would the worker know? They just follow instructions. The order form is taped in place on the worktable; the expression checked in the box is T+H, with an added V. But the customer’s name is inked out.

Steady, he tells himself. “Who ordered this head?” he asks, too casually.

Budge gives him a straight look. Is it a warning? “Command performance,” he says. “Very special order. We’ve been told to take extra care with that.”

“It’s going right to the top,” says Kevin. “Not my type, personally—too vanilla—but someone up there must like that style.”

“The instructions are ‘Extra-lifelike,’ ” says Gary.

“We can’t afford to screw it up,” says Tyler.

“Yeah, we really have to tiptoe through the tulips on this one,” says Budge.

Tulips. Tiptoeing. Kindly Budge with the potbelly is supposed to be his subversive contact? Budge, who looks like Charmaine’s happy-gnome coffee cup? Surely not!

“Tiptoe through the what?” he says.

“Tulips,” says Budge. “It’s an old song. Before your time.”

Fucking crap. Spymaster Budge, confirmed. I really need a drink, thinks Stan. Right fucking now!

* * *

Charmaine sits in the backseat of the car, the bigger car. Beside her is Ed.

“It’s so good of you to come and collect me,” she says to him, tremulously. “In person.” Her lower lip really is quivering, a tear really is trickling out of her eye. She blots it with the tip of her black cotton glove. That glove tip feels like a soft, dry rabbit foot, stroking her gently. She and Stan once had a rabbit foot in their car, the secondhand one they’d managed to buy by haggling down the price, the car they were living in, right before Consilience. In her earlier life, Charmaine never thought she’d end up living in a car, it hadn’t been part of the plan, but Stan said they were lucky to at least have a car. And he was right, but still. Living in a car was demeaning. It wasn’t safe. There were roving gangs. The gas was so expensive. Then there had been the sanitation issue: squatting beside a parking lot was not her idea of a glamorous experience. And the laundry, that was a challenge. She’d felt encrusted in grime and smells the whole time they were doing that.

The rabbit foot was in the car when they’d bought it. Stan wanted to toss it, but Charmaine said they should keep it, because some rabbit had sacrificed its life. That foot was supposed to be a good-luck charm. Poor rabbit. The mascara, she thinks: is it running? But it would be crass at this moment to take the compact out of her black clutch bag to see.

“It’s the very least I could do,” says Ed. He sounds almost shy. He pats her black-suited arm, a tentative pat that either is or is not a little too familiar. His voice is flatter and tinnier than it is when it’s coming out of the TV, and he himself is shorter. She’d been sitting down the time he came to Positron and made that scary speech to her knitting group about hidden subversives; he’d seemed taller then. She guesses that he stands on a box or something when he’s doing the important TV broadcasts about the tremendous progress being made by Consilience, and how they must all make even more of an effort than they’re already making, and overcome the enemy elements and those who seek to undermine their enterprise. But right now, if you happened to glance in through the window, not that you could glance in, because the glass is tinted, but even if you could, you would never guess that Ed is the big cheese of Consilience. The biggest cheese of all.

But why are important men called big cheeses? Charmaine wonders, because she needs to distract herself, she does not want to deal with the fact that Ed has patted her arm again, and this time his hand has hovered, then descended again and remained. You would never say “big cheese” about a woman, even an important one. Ed even looks sort of like a cheese, the round kind with wax all over the outside that used to delight her when she was little. Kids used to trade that cheese in order to get the wax. It was red wax, and you could peel it off the cheese and mold it into little ornaments, little figures, like dogs or ducks. That’s what had been valued, the wax; the cheese was only an add-on. It wasn’t flavorful, but at least it wasn’t actively bad.

Maybe that’s what Ed would be like in bed, she thinks. Not very good, but not actively bad. Something you didn’t want, but that had to be accepted because of something you did want. He would have to be encouraged, he would have to be cheered on. Rapid breathing, false crescendos. Then there would be the gratitude, she’d have to cope with that. Just thinking about all of it makes her tired.

How far could she force herself to go, supposing it comes up? Because it will come up, if she allows it. She can tell, because of the look Ed is giving her now, a kind of damp, sickly, pious look. Reverence crossed with a festering, mildewed kind of lust. She’s seen that look before, in the eyes of a teacher who got expelled. He’d known about the red wax and the childish desire to trade things for it. He’d carried those little red cheeses around in his pockets. That’s what Ed reminds her of.

“It is absolutely the least we could do,” says Ed. “We want to be here for you, in your great loss.”

“Thank you,” Charmaine murmurs. What to do about the hand? She can’t push it away, that would be rude, and she would lose the initiative its presence gives her. Not that she has the initiative exactly—she can’t actually do anything—but it’s an initiative of sorts, as long as she neither offends him nor encourages him. What if she grasped the hand in both of hers and started to cry? No, that might turn him on even more. He might lunge, clumsily. She can’t have him lunging just before the funeral.

“You’ve been brave,” Ed continues. “You’ve been … loyal. You must feel very alone now, as if there’s no one you can confide in.”

“Oh, I do,” says Charmaine. “I do feel alone.” No lie there. “Stan was so …”

But Ed doesn’t want to hear about Stan right now. “We want you to know that you can rely on us, on all of us in Management here at Consilience. If you have any concerns, any problems, any fears or worries you want to share with us …”

“Oh, yes. Thank you. That makes me feel so … protected,” she says, with a little intake of breath. Fat chance she’d ever share her fears, especially the ones she’s having right now. This is thin ice, this is dangerous. Powerful but insecure men don’t take well to rejection. Rage could result.

There’s a pause. “You can rely on … me,” says Ed. The hand squeezes.

What a nerve, thinks Charmaine with indignation. Making advances to a widow, to a woman whose husband has—she reminds herself—just died heroically in a tragic chicken accident. Even if he hasn’t, and even if Ed knows he hasn’t. Because of course he knows, and he’s about to use that knowledge as a weapon. He’ll whisper her husband-killing guilt into her ear, and then he’ll seize her in his cheesy arms and stick his cheesy mouth on hers, because she has committed a terrible crime and this is how she’ll be expected to pay.

If he tries that I’ll scream, thinks Charmaine. No, she won’t, because no one would hear her except the driver, and he has surely been trained to ignore any screaming or other kinds of noises from the backseat. And a scream would blow her advantage right out of the water. What to do, how to act? She can’t let herself be taken for granted. If Ed must be endured, she’ll have to hold out some, she’ll need to make him beg a little. If only for form’s sake. It will have to be a trade. But what is there, inside Consilience, that’s worth trading?

Luckily the car is drawing up to the curb, they’re at the Consilience funeral chapel, and Ed has removed the hand, and the door on his side is being opened from the outside, not by the driver but by a man in a black suit. Then her own door is opened, and Ed helps her out. There’s a crowd gathered outside, with that muted look—like stuffed cloth—that people waiting for funerals used to have. Her grandmother’s funeral, for instance, back when ceremonies like this were still done properly in the outside world. Before people stopped putting the money into them, before they stopped caring about one another, and about family, and were cast adrift.

Ed offers his arm and leads Charmaine on her shaky black high heels and her slender black suit through the clustered people. They draw back to let her pass, because she is sanctified by mourning. She keeps her eyes lowered and does not look around or smile, as if she’s in deep grief.

She is in deep grief. She is.

* * *

Quality Control is where they put the assembled bodies through their paces before they attach the heads and activate the voices. It’s to test the mechanical and the digital, says Kevin, especially the writhing and the grinding and the smoothness of the pelvic action. The space is filled with the motion of thighs and abdomens, like some grotesque art installation; there’s a soft pulsing sound, and a smell of plastic.

“Waldo, you want a ride round the block on one of these?” says Derek. Stan reflects that, come right down to it, nothing turns him on less than the sight of a dozen headless, naked plastic bodies miming the act of copulation, however realistically. There’s something insect-like about it.

“I’ll take a rain check,” he says. They all laugh.

“Yeah, right, we didn’t want to, either,” says Tyler.

“They fix that smell later on,” says Gary. “They add pheromones, and then there’s a choice of vanilla, orange blossom, rose, ylang-ylang, chocolate pudding, or Old Spice.”

“I’d say you need the head, at the very minimum,” says Budge. “They meld the heads on after the bodies have checked out affirmative. It’s tricky, getting the heads on right, and all that fiddly stuff would be wasted if the body’s defective in the first place.” Stan looks down the line, to the far side of the room: it’s like an operating theater over there. Bright overhead lights, the grids of air purifiers … They’re even wearing full caps, and masks.

“You don’t want any hairs or dust getting into those heads,” says Derek. “It can screw up the reaction time.”

They proceed to Wardrobe and Accessories. Finally, Stan thinks, it’s getting more human. Racks of clothes stand ready—ordinary street clothing, business suits, leather outfits, feathers and sequins and gaudy costumes; also rolling shelves, with many different wigs. Movie sets must have looked like this, back in the days of Technicolor musicals.

“That’s the Marilyn section,” says Derek. “You can have five different hairstyles, and in the outfits you get a choice too, depending on what movie. That’s from Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, the pink dress; there’s the black suit from Niagara, the one she gets throttled in, and over there is the all-girl jazz-band one from Some Like It Hot …”

“Here are the Oprahs,” says Kevin. “And the Princess Dianas. Those are the Bill Clintons, and that’s the Elvis aisle. It’s mostly the white jumpsuit they go for, with the studs and spangles, but there’s other choices. The black with gold embroidery, that’s popular. Not with the old ladies, though; they want the white.”

“Where are these headed for?” says Stan. “Are they that into Oprah in Holland?”

“You name it, someone’s gonna be fetishistic about it,” says Derek.

“Our biggest customers are the casino operations,” says Gary. “The ones in Oklahoma, but they can be puritanical there. Even though these aren’t real women and so forth. Whereas Vegas, heck. The rust-bucket stuff never hit it.”

“Not in the upmarket areas, anyway,” says Budge. “Shedloads of foreign tourists, big spenders. Your Russians, your Indians, your Brazilians.”

“No regulations,” says Tyler. “Sky’s the limit.”

“Anything you can thing of, it’s either there already or it will be,” says Derek.

“There’s a lot of Elvises and Marilyns there anyway,” says Kevin. “Alive ones. So the replicas blend right in.”

“What’s that over there?” says Stan. He’s spotted a bin full of knitted blue teddy bears.

“Like we mentioned,” says Derek. “Everyone’s different.”

“They’re for the kiddybots,” says Kevin. “They get dressed in the white nighties or the flannel pj’s. They’re boxed in flannelette sheets, and each one has a bear tucked into the package, for extra-realistic effect.”

“That is fucking sick,” says Stan.

“I hear you,” says Derek. “Yeah, it’s sick. We agree, we felt the same when we found out about this product line. But they aren’t real.”

“Who knows? Maybe these bots are sparing real kids a whole lot of pain and suffering,” says Kevin. “Keeps the pervs off the streets.”

“I don’t fucking buy that!” says Stan. “They’ll use these for dry runs, they’ll practice up, then they’ll …” Zip it, he tells himself. Don’t get involved.

“But a lot of customers do buy it, if you see what I mean,” says Gary. “They buy it like hotcakes. This vertical is a big earner for Possibilibots. Hard to argue with the bottom line.”

“Jobs are at stake, Waldo,” says Derek. “Mega-jobs. Folks out there have bills to pay.”

“That’s not a good reason,” says Stan. They’re all watching him now, but he pushes on. “How can you go along with this? It’s not right!”

“You signed on for it, Waldo,” says Budge.

“If your name is Waldo,” says Tyler.

“Or maybe it’s Stan,” says Kevin. “Is it Stan?”

Now I’ve blown it, Stan thinks. Sorry, Jocelyn; kiss me off, Charmaine; and goodbye, fucking world. What next, the waterboarding?

“It’s okay, Stan,” says Budge. “You pass.”

* * *

Budge sets his hand lightly on Stan’s arm, steers him away from the others. “Nothing much left on the tour except Shipping,” he says, “and that’s where you’ll be working, so you’ll see plenty of it later. It’s mainly carting the boxes around; they’re all packed and locked by the time they get to Shipping. Want to grab a beer? Or something stronger?”

Stan is still quaking internally from what felt, to his body, like a near-death experience. “Thanks,” he says. He wants to ask about Charmaine’s head, but this is not the time.

“Sorry for the taste test, but we need to be careful,” says Budge. “This team all came in the same way you did. Needle stuck into us, pseudo-death, woke up in the warehouse, new name tag, et cetera. I was the first; that was the riskiest, because what did I know? Nobody to show me around, learn by doing. Then it was my job to take care of the other guys once they got here.”

“So this was arranged by …”

“We don’t name names,” says Budge. “Let’s just say it couldn’t happen without the participation of some well-placed Security operatives. Kevin, Tyler, me—and Gary and Derek—we’re the facilitators for the operation here at Possibilibots. Our job is to pass you on, like pass the package. We don’t need to know what’s inside the package.”

“Okay, fair enough,” says Stan.

“We figure we’ll get you out through Vegas. As an Elvis. That would be the closest to your size.”

“Wait a minute!” says Stan. “You want to dress me up as a sexbot? You’re pimping me out? No way, that won’t––”

“It’s only for the shipping part,” says Budge. “You can’t just walk out of here through the main gate. They count people: anyone who leaves in a car has to pass their checkpoints, and that’s not easy. Remember, even though they think you’re dead, your biometrics will still be on file. But inside the right box, and, to the casual glance …”

“I don’t look like Elvis,” says Stan.

“You will when we add the outfit and the finishing touches,” says Budge. “And it’s not the real Elvis you need to resemble; it’s the phony Elvises. Not hard to look like one of them.”

“What do I do when I get there?” says Stan.

“We’re sending a guide out with you,” says Budge. “She’ll help you orient, she’ll be your cover.”

“She?” says Stan. “The only women I’ve seen in here have been plastic.”

“What you’ve been shown is only the tip of the iceberg,” says Budge. “Those are the lower-end line, for public deployment. Rugged, scuff-proof, high-use; lacking in what you’d call the more delicate nuances.”

“Yeah, I got that,” says Stan. They turn a corner of the hallway, then another corner. More framed pictures of fruits: a mango, a kumquat. The fruit, he notes, is getting more exotic. What, for instance, is that spiky red thing?

“They can’t hold a coherent conversation,” says Budge. “But at that price point they don’t need to.”

“I guess not,” says Stan. He’s longing to ask a slew of questions—how, when, where, why, and who picked Budge for the job—but this is not the place.

“But higher up the income scale, the customers want something they can show off to their friends; something less like, less like …”

“Less like a brain-dead trashbunny?” says Stan.

“Yeah, like that. And to build a robot with the neural sophistication of an actual human being—that is far beyond the capabilities of Possibilibots at this time. Or anyone else. Today’s tech isn’t there.”

What’s he leading up to? Stan wonders. “If you could build a fake real person in every detail, then it would be a real person, right?”

“Sure. But it can’t be done yet. However, some will pay a great deal for a very beautiful companion who is sexually attracted only to them, and to an extreme degree, and forever. A companion who’s dispensed with the natural human polymorphous sexual plasticity and has become bonded to only one object, never to deviate from him. Or her. Or it. Even in fantasy.”

“Is that even possible?” says Stan.

“The neurologists have pinpointed the exact spot in the brain that governs sexual fixation,” says Budge. “With a surprisingly simple laser probe, they can activate the fixation point and erase any previous erotic objects. When the subject awakens after the operation, he or she will imprint on the image presented, much as chicks hatching out of the egg will imprint on the first animate object that meets their view. Think of the expense spared: instead of trying to construct a robotic entity from the ground up, you can take an already existing entity of flesh and blood and merely customize it.”

“Holy crap,” says Stan, who is beginning to see the possibilities. Get hold of a babe, give her the operation, stick your photo—or, better, yourself—in front of her when she’s waking up, and she’s yours forever, always compliant, always ready and waiting, no matter what you do. You could have a whole stable of them! Like emperors, or caliphs with harems, or …

“That way,” says Budge, “nobody feels exploited. Because the processed individual will always long to supply you with whatever it is that you want.”

“Wait a minute,” says Stan. “Nobody’s exploited?”

“I said nobody feels exploited,” says Budge. “Different thing.”

“Women sign up for this?” says Stan. “For the brain op?” He can’t see it.

“Not sign up, exactly,” says Budge. “Wake up is more like it. That way there’s more freedom of selection. They wouldn’t necessarily want anyone desperate enough to sign up of their own accord.”

“So, they fucking kidnap people,” says Stan.

“That’s not to say I’m endorsing it,” says Budge. “Quite the reverse. It makes a mockery of free will.”

“Right. That’s …” Stan doesn’t know whether to say “evil” or “brilliant.”

“Don’t they care about their earlier lives?” says Stan. “Wouldn’t they resent …”

“Not if it’s done professionally and accurately,” says Budge. “But the technique is still in beta, it hasn’t been entirely perfected. Mistakes have occurred.”

“Like what?” says Stan.

“You’ll see when you meet your guide,” says Budge. “Her operation didn’t turn out as anticipated. That was one very disappointed client! But it does make her an ideal operative: she can never be distracted by any human male.”

“Who can she be distracted by?” Stan asks.

Budge stops in front of a door, knocks on it, opens it. “After you,” he says.

* * *

The Consilience funeral chapel is one size fits all. No crosses or whatnot, but there’s a giant pair of praying hands and a picture of a sunrise. The color scheme is powder blue and white, like the Wedgwood-style teacups Charmaine’s grandmother used to have.

The chapel is filled to overflowing. The women from the bakery where Charmaine works when she’s not in Positron are here, and so are the ones from the knitting groups inside—her own group, and those other women she hardly knows at all, from when they claimed to have mixed up her data and the time schedule got snarled. They must have let these women out on passes so they could come to the funeral. Quite a few are wearing black hats—berets, pancake shapes, modified cloches—so she’s made the right choice, hatwise.

There are a number of men she’s seen before—Stan’s fellow workers from the scooter repair place. They nod at her deferentially—she has the place of honor, she’s the widow—but there’s an extra layer of deference as well. It must be the presence of Ed, who has tucked her arm within his and who is leading her up the aisle, carefully, respectfully. He places her in the front pew, then sits down beside her, his thigh not touching hers, thank goodness, but still too close.

Aurora is on the other side, and on the other side of Ed is Jocelyn from Security, wearing a pillbox hat that makes her look like Jacqueline Kennedy.

And on the other side of Jocelyn from Security is Max. She can feel a thin filament of superheated air stretching between her and Max, like the inside of an old light bulb: incandescent. He feels it too. He must feel it.

Ignore this, Charmaine, she tells herself. You’re making it up.

The chapel has fold-down pews in case any dead person has a kneeling family. Charmaine wasn’t brought up to be a kneeler, but she’d like to be able to kneel right now—put her hands on the back of the pew in front, then place her forehead on those hands as if in despair. That way she could just zone out, which would help her get through this bogus joke of a funeral. Or she could spend the time thinking about what in heck she’s going to do if Ed makes a move on her, such as putting his cheesy hand on her thigh. But she can’t do any kneeling, because she’s in the front row. She has to sit up straight and act noble. She straightens her shoulders.

Now they’re playing organ music, some kind of hymn. If they play “My Way,” like in some of the Consilience TV funerals, she doesn’t know if she’ll be able to tolerate it. Dying like that was not Stan’s idea of his way, not in a million years!

Bite your tongue, Charmaine, she tells herself. Just pretend you’re at the hairdresser’s.

The coffin is closed, due to the hideous burns that Stan is supposed to have sustained as he threw himself upon the defective main switch in an attempt to turn off the power, then frizzled as the current shot through him. That’s what it said on the TV news, but really the coffin is closed because Stan isn’t in it. She wonders what they’ve done with him and what they’ve put into the coffin instead. Most likely some old cabbages or bags of lawn clippings: something of the right weight and sogginess. But why have anything in there at all? No one’s going to look inside.

What if she called their bluff? Said I want to see my darling Stan one more time. Made a scene, threw herself on the coffin, demanded that they wrench off the lid. Then, when they refuse, she could turn to the congregation and tell them what’s really going on: Innocent people are being killed! But she doesn’t know that for sure, she has no proof, and they’d surround her in a minute and take her away to calm her down, because after all she’s out of her mind. Then she’d be the next procedure candidate, she’d be erased just as Stan has been. Oh, Stan …

Dang it, more tears. Aurora’s grabbed hold of her hand, squeezing it to show support. Ed is going pat, pat, and in one more minute he’s going to snake his arm around her. There’s black on her white hankie: the mascara. “I’m all right,” she manages to gasp in a half whisper.

Now there’s a soloist, one of those women from Charmaine’s Positron knitting group, the second one, when she was stuck inside. Those women who were never nice to her. She’s got that solemn soprano expression on her face, she’s inflating her lungs and sticking out her black frilly boobs and opening her mouth, and this will be awful, because Charmaine recognizes the organ-music tune: “Cry Me a River.” Charmaine wants to giggle, the woman’s way off-key. She covers her face with her gloved hands. More squeezing from Aurora, more pats from Ed.

Now the knitting soprano is done with it, thank heavens. As the rustling and coughs die down, one of Stan’s scooter-shop co-workers from Consilience delivers a message from what he calls Stan’s Team. Bowed head, foot shuffling. Great guy, Stan; stepped up to the mark, proud of him, miss him. Charmaine feels sorry for him, he’s been deceived. Like everyone else.

Then Ed unglues himself from her arm, straightens his tie, and walks to the podium. He clears his throat, and out comes his TV voice, warm and reassuring, strong and believable. It comes to her as bursts of drone sound, like a scratched CD. Brought together malfunction regrettable solemn deplorable admirable brave enduring heroic forever. Then, Join loss sacrifice spouse help hope community.

If she didn’t know the truth, Charmaine would be convinced. More than convinced, won over. But she does know the truth. Get through it, you windbag, she thinks. Get it over.

Now six of Stan’s friends are moving forward. Now they’re rolling the coffin on its gurney down the aisle. Now the music starts up: “Side by Side.”

I can’t take this, thinks Charmaine. That should have been us, me and Stan, traveling along as we used to, through all kinds of weather, just as long as we’re together. Here come the tears again.

“Stand up,” Aurora is telling her. “You need to follow the coffin.”

“I can’t, I can’t see,” Charmaine gasps.

“I’ll help you. Up you come! People will want to pay their respects at the reception.”

Reception. Egg salad sandwiches with the crusts cut off. Asparagus rolls. Lemon squares. “To me? Respects?” Charmaine stifles a sob. That’s all she needs, a hysterical outburst. “I couldn’t, I couldn’t eat anything!” Why does death make people so hungry?

“Take a deep breath,” says Aurora. “That’s better. You’ll shake their hands and smile, it’s all they expect. Then I’ll drive with you back to the house, and we can discuss your grief therapy. Consilience always provides that.”

“I don’t need any grief therapy!” Charmaine almost screams.

“Oh, you do,” says Aurora, with her sham compassion. “Oh, I think you really do.”

We’ll see about that, Charmaine thinks. She starts to pace down the aisle, Aurora’s steadying hand on her elbow. Ed has materialized again and flanks her on the other side, his arm stuck onto her back like a squid.

* * *

The room they enter is the closest thing to a genuine old-fashioned room Stan has seen in some time, if ever. It’s a gentlemen’s-club room, a luxury-hotel room. There’s wood paneling, there are floor-length curtains, there are oriental carpets. There’s a fire burning in the fireplace, or a quasi fire, gas maybe. There’s a leather-look sofa in front of it.

Sitting on the sofa, with her long legs stretched out, is one of the most gorgeous women Stan has ever seen. Lustrous dark hair, shoulder-length; perfect tits, the tops of them just barely displayed. She’s wearing a simple black sheath, a single strand of pearls. What a classy piece of ass, thinks Stan.

She smiles at him, the neutral smile she might give a puppy, or an elderly aunt. There’s no charge coming from her, no chemistry.

“Stan, I’d like you to meet Veronica,” says Budge. “Veronica, this is Stan.”

“I understand I’m taking you to the other side,” she says, extending a hand. Manicured nails, burgundy. Expensive watch, Rolex. Cool palm. She gives him an LED smile: light, but no heat.

“I hope so,” says Stan. Take me anywhere, he thinks. Finally, this is his dream girl come true. It’s what he once thought Jasmine would look like, though Jasmine had never been real. She’d been a fantasy, all the better to delude him with. He needs to watch it here; not let himself be hauled around by the gonads.

“Sit down, have a drink,” says Veronica.

“Do you live here?” says Stan.

“Live?” says Veronica. She arches a perfect eyebrow.

“This is the recovery suite,” says Budge. “Or one of them. Where the customized individuals first meet their … their …”

“Their owners,” says Veronica, with a precious-metal laugh. “It’s supposed to be lust at first sight, but they missed the target in my case. The man walked in to collect, and there was nothing.”

“Nothing?” says Stan. Why isn’t this babe angry? But Budge said they weren’t, or not so you’d notice. They don’t seem to miss what they’ve lost.

“No spark between us. Not a twinge. He was angry about it, but there was nothing I could do.”

“She fixated on the wrong erotic object,” says Budge. “It was some stupid, well-meaning nurse. The guy’s photo was there, all right, but the nurse thought it would be comforting to give each of the recovering subjects a cuddly stuffed toy.”

“My head was turned the wrong way, so that’s the first thing I saw,” says Veronica. “Luckily I can take it with me everywhere I go, just in case.” The mishap doesn’t seem to have bothered her. “It’s a plus, in a way, when your true love is an inanimate object. I keep it in this carry bag, right here. I’d show it to you, but I might lose control. Even talking about it is the most incredible turn-on for me.”

“But,” says Stan. “But you’re so beautiful!” What a waste, he means to say. “Have you tried …”

“Any other man? I’m afraid it’s no use,” says Veronica. “I’m just plain frigid when it comes to real men.”

“But she has a keen and rational mind,” says Budge. “Quick-witted in an emergency, and she’s a black belt. So you’ll be in safe hands.”

“And I won’t rape you,” says Veronica with a sweet smile.

If only, thinks Stan. “Mind if I look?” says Stan, indicating the black carry bag. He has an urge to see what he’s already thinking of as his rival.

“It’s okay,” says Veronica. “Go ahead. You’ll laugh. I know you don’t believe me about this thing, but it’s true. So I’m just telling you: Don’t have any hopes about me. Not even when we get to Vegas and the moppet shop. It won’t ever work. I’d hate to be compelled to use force.”

The bag has a zipper. Stan undoes it. Inside, staring up at him with its round idiot eyes, is a blue knitted teddy bear.

* * *

Charmaine makes it through the reception somehow. She manages the reception line and all the hand clasping and the meaningful, soulful glances, and arm strokings, and even the hugs from both of her teddy-bear knitting groups, the original one and then the second one. That second group had hardly talked to her at all, as if she’d done something wrong; but now that she has done something wrong, they’re all mushy and huggy, with their breaths of egg salad sandwiches. Which just goes to show, as her grandmother would have said. But what does it go to show? That people are delusional?

We’re so sorry for your loss. Buzz off! Charmaine wants to yell. But she smiles feebly and says to each one of them, Oh, thank you. Thank you for all your support. Including when I really needed it and you treated me like puppy throw-up.

* * *

Now they’re in Aurora’s car, and Aurora’s in the front seat, and Charmaine is eating the cream cheese pinwheel sandwich that she’d wrapped in a paper napkin and tucked into her clutch bag when no one was looking, because despite everything she has to keep up her strength. And now they’re at Charmaine’s house, and Aurora is removing her unflattering black hat in front of the hall mirror. And now she’s saying, “Let’s just kick off our shoes and get comfortable. I’ll make some tea, and then we can start your grief therapy.”

“I don’t need any of that,” Charmaine says again, sulkily. She feels bodiless and also unbalanced, as if the floor is tilting. She teeters over to the sofa and plunks herself down. She’ll be darned if she lets these people give her grief therapy. What would they want to therapize about? The way Stan is supposed to have died or the way he really did die? Whichever, it will be a major brain mess.

“Trust me, it will do you good,” says Aurora as she disappears into the kitchen. She’ll put a pill in the tea, thinks Charmaine. They’ll blot out my memory, that’s likely their only idea of grief therapy. In the kitchen the radio turns on: “Happy Days Are Here Again.” Charmaine’s neck prickles: are they playing that on purpose? Do they know about her habit of humming her favorite cheerful tunes while she readies herself to do the procedures?

Aurora enters, walking in her stocking feet, carrying a tray with a plate of Oreo cookies and three cups. Not two, three. Charmaine feels cold all over: who’s in the kitchen?

“There,” says Aurora. “All girls together!”

Jocelyn comes out of the kitchen. She’s holding a blue knitted teddy bear.

“What’re you doing in my kitchen?” Charmaine says. Her voice is squeaky with outrage. Really, it’s too much! Privacy invasion! Ease up, she tells herself: this woman could obliterate you with one word.

“In point of fact, every other month it’s my kitchen,” says Jocelyn. “I happen to live here when I’m not in Positron.”

“You’re my Alternate?” says Charmaine. “So you must be …” Oh, no. “Max’s wife! Or Phil, or whatever he …”

“Maybe we should have our tea first,” Aurora offers, “before we get into the …”

“Never mind which wife is whose,” says Jocelyn. “We can’t waste time on the sexual spaghetti. I need you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. Many lives will depend on it.” She gives Charmaine a severe flat-faced stare, like a gym teacher’s. Goodness, thinks Charmaine. Now what have I done?

“First of all,” says Jocelyn, “Stan isn’t dead.”

“Yes, he is!” says Charmaine. “That’s a lie! I know he is! He has to be dead!”

“You think you killed him,” says Jocelyn.

“You told me to!” says Charmaine.

“I told you to carry out the procedure,” says Jocelyn, “and you did. Thank you for that, and for your overreaction; it was a great help. But the formula you administered merely induced temporary unconsciousness. Stan is now safely inside a facility adjacent to Positron Prison, awaiting further instructions.”

“You’re lying again!” says Charmaine. “If he’s alive, why did you make me go through that whole funeral thing?”

“Your grief had to be genuine,” says Jocelyn. “Facial-expression recognition tech is very precise these days. We needed everyone watching you to endorse a reality in which Stan is dead. Dead is the only way he can be effective.”

Effective at what? Charmaine wonders. “I just don’t believe you!” she says. Is that a little butterfly of hope somewhere inside her?

“Listen for a minute. He sent you a message,” says Jocelyn. She fiddles with the blue teddy bear, and out of it comes Stan’s voice: Hi honey, this is Stan. It’s okay, I’m alive. They’ll get you out, we can be together again, but you have to have faith in them, you have to do what they say. I love you. Then there’s a click.

Charmaine is stunned. This can’t be! But if it really is Stan, how can she trust that he’s being allowed to speak for himself? She has an image of him with a gun to his head, being forced to record this message. “Play it again,” she says.

“It self-erased,” says Jocelyn. She’s taken a little square thing out of the bear; she crushes it under her heel. “Security reasons. You wouldn’t want to be caught with a hot teddy bear. So, will you help Stan?”

“Help Stan do what?” says Charmaine.

“You don’t need to know that yet,” says Jocelyn. “Stan will tell you, once we get you out.”

“But he knows I killed him,” says Charmaine, starting to sniffle again. Even if the two of them do get back together, outside Positron, how can he ever forgive her?

“I told him you knew it wasn’t real,” says Jocelyn. “The death drug. But I can always un-tell him. Then he’ll hate you, and you can stay locked in here forever. Big Ed certainly has a hard-on for you, and he won’t take no for an answer. He’s having a sexbot made in your image, but once he’s practiced on that he’ll want the real thing. Eventually he’ll tire of you, if history’s top bananas are any guide—think Henry VIII—and then where will you end up?”

“He’s making a what?” says Charmaine. She’s feeling dizzy.

“A sexbot. A sex robot. They’ve already sculpted your face; next they’ll add the body. So you can stay here at the mercy of Ed for the foreseeable future, or you can take a chance with us, and then with Stan. Your choice.”

This is awful, thinks Charmaine. A sexbot of herself, that is so creepy. Ed must be crazy; and despite the message he sent, Stan must be so mad at her. Why does she have to choose between two scary things? “What do you want me to do?” she asks.

What they want her to do is easily spelled out. They want her to snuggle up to cheesy Ed, get close to him. That’s in the short run, and the short run is all they’re asking for right now. Or so Jocelyn says.

“Do I have to, you know …” says Charmaine. “Go all the way?” The idea of having Ed crawl all over her naked body gives her goose bumps.

“You can delay the payout,” says Jocelyn. “Tell him you’re not ready yet. You can plead sorrow and deep mourning, for a while. He’ll understand that; he’ll even welcome it. He thinks you’re modest. That’s part of his obsession with you: so hard to find, a modest girl, these days.” Is that a twitch, an almost smile? “We could show him the videos of you and Phil. His reaction would be adverse, to say the least. At the very least, he’d feel betrayed.”

Charmaine blushes. She is modest, it’s just that … This is blackmail! “All right,” she says reluctantly. “I’ll try.”

“An appropriate decision,” says Aurora. “I’m sure you’ll come to realize that in time. Here, have a cookie.”

* * *

In his minimalist room at Possibilibots, Stan dozes fitfully, dreaming of blue bears: they’re outside the window, peering in at him. They clamber up onto the sill, they wiggle suggestively, they stare at him with their round, inexpressive eyes. Now they’re laughing at him, displaying rows of sharp, pointed shark teeth. And now they’re squeezing into his room through the half-open window, dropping onto his bed …

He wakes with a start and a muffled bark, but it’s only Veronica. There’s an unexpected opening, she tells him: a rush order. Five Elvises are leaving for Vegas at six in the morning, and one of them will be him. She and Budge have everything ready and waiting for him in Shipping, but he needs to come right now.

He pulls on his Possibilibots clothes and follows her. She’s wearing jeans and a tee, ordinary enough, though with her inside them they look like silk. Life is unfair, he thinks as he watches her undulate through the hallways. She has all the right passkeys, and leads him through a series of doorways to Shipping.

“You’ll find everything you need in the men’s,” she says. “I’ll be in the ladies’, getting my own outfit on.”

“You’re coming to Vegas, too?” he says, stupidly.

“Of course I am,” she says. “I’m your minder.”

There’s not much time to spare. The Elvis outfit is hanging in one of the stalls. Stan shoehorns himself into it: it’s half a size too small. Could he have gained that much weight on Positron beer, or was whoever picked this fucking outfit for him some sort of a bondage fetishist? The white bell-bottoms on the jumpsuit are too tight, the platform shoes pinch his toes, the belt with the big silver-and-turquoise buckle just barely makes it around his waist. Did Elvis wear a girdle or what? He must’ve suffered from a permanent case of crotch cramp. The jacket is encrusted with studs and spangles, with a little cape attached; the collar sticks up like a Dracula cloak, the shoulder pads are grotesque.

The black wig is slippery—some sort of synthetic—but he manages to pull it on over his own hair. His head is going to cook in this thing! The eyebrows stick on quite easily, the sideburns less so—he has to try twice—but finally they look even. He applies bronzing powder with the brush supplied. There: instant tan.

All that remains are the chunky rings—he’ll leave them till last—and the fake lips. There.

He poses in front of the mirror, does a lopsided grin; though he barely needs to grin, because the lips are doing the grinning for him. He wiggles his new black eyebrows, flings back his head, smooths his hair. “You handsome fucking devil,” he says. “Back from the dead.” The extra lips are hard to maneuver, but he’ll get the hang of it. Oddly, he does look something like Elvis. Is that all we are? he thinks. Some unmistakable clothing, a hairstyle, a few exaggerated features, a gesture?

There’s a discreet knock: it’s Veronica in her Marilyn getup, her hair hidden under a short blond wig. She’s chosen the black suit from Niagara, with the skintight skirt and the white scarf. Her mouth glistens like slick red plastic. She looks terrific; she even looks like a real Marilyn. She’s got a large black carry bag, which doubtless contains her knitted bear.

“Ready to go?” she says. “I’ll tuck you into your box, then Budge will do the same for me. We have to hurry. Wait, let me even out your skin tone a bit.” She picks up the brush, powders his face some more. She’s standing way too close—this is torture—but she seems unaware of that. He longs to crush her against him, bury his nose in her Marilyn hair, smash his rubbery mouth onto her bright red lips, futile though that would be. “There,” she says. “Now you’re perfect. You look just like an Elvis bot. Let’s pop you in.”

The transport case is marked ELVIS in stenciled block letters; it’s one of the set of five stacked on the loading dock, ready for shipment. Beside it are five smaller cases labeled MARILYN, one of which is standing open. It’s lined with pink satin, with Styrofoam packing molds to prevent breakage. His own packing case is lined with blue. “Are you sure this is safe?” he says as he clambers in. “How will I breathe?”

“There’s air holes,” she says. “I’m tucking in this hot-water bottle, it’s empty. You should be able to move your arms enough to pee into it, if you have to. See you in Vegas! I’ll be there to let you out!”

What if you aren’t? Stan wants to yell. “Okay,” he says, trying to sound nonchalant. As if it’s every day he dresses up like Elvis Presley in a white jumpsuit and lets himself be locked into a blue satin coffin.

“If there’s a boo-boo and the wrong person finds you, just say you were drugged and you have no idea how you got into the packing case,” says Veronica. “As long as you’ve already made it to Vegas, they’ll find that perfectly believable. Now, have a good sleep! Here comes Budge, it’s my turn.”

She lowers the top of the case, and Stan hears the catches being snapped shut. Now he’s in the dark. Shit, he thinks. This better work. He has an image of himself inside the case, abandoned in a nighttime airport in, say, the wilds of Kansas, yelping to emptiness: Help! Let me out!

Or, worse, identified as a terrorist threat by some addled sniffer dog and detonated by Homeland Security. What the hey! I think Elvis has left the building!

* * *

He squirms around inside his packing case, trying to get comfortable. If only he had a sleeping pill! It’s completely dark; a few hours in here and he’ll most likely start seeing things. When did he start along the path that’s led to this packing case, how has he managed to agree to this fucking wacko adventure, what has become of what was once his life? Will he ever manage to see Charmaine again? If only he’d stolen her sculpted head: at least then he’d have something tangible.

The image of her lovely, pale, tear-streaked face floats before him. She’s had few choices; she’s as unprepared for all this shit and crap as he is. Lying in the satin-lined blackness with the Elvis collar itching his neck and the Elvis wig steam-cooking his scalp, he forgives her everything: her stupid interlude with Phil/Max, the moment when she thought she was killing him, even her obsession with slipcovers and those stupid gnome coffee mugs. He should have cherished her more, he should have taken better care of her.

* * *

Right beside his ear he hears Veronica’s voice. She’s whispering. Hi, Stan. There’s a mic in your shoulder pad and one in my bear. It’s a virtual private network, ultra-secure, just you and me and Budge Central. Letting you know it’s okay, I’m in my own box, we’re moving out soon. Signing off now. Just relax.

As if, Stan thinks, as he feels his feet end lifting into the air. Freaking hell.
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