
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
      
        HIS ROBOT WIFE
      

      

      By Wesley Allison

      

      

      

      

      Kindle Edition

      

      His Robot Wife

      

      Copyright © 2011 by Wesley Allison 

      

      All Rights Reserved.  This book is not transferable.  It is for your own personal use.  If sold, shared, or given away it is a violation of the copyright of this work.  This is a work of fiction.  Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      

      Cover design by Wesley Allison

      

      Cover Image Copyright © Neoblues | Dreamstime.com

      

      

       

      

      * * * * *

      

      

    

  
For Tom Swift Jr.

In July 1971, I found a box in my grandparent’s basement.  It was filled with books that had belonged to my uncle, killed in action three years before in Viet Nam.  Chief among the books in that box were thirteen Tom Swift Jr. books.  I read them all that summer, and ordered more in the series through the local bookstore.  Tom Swift would be followed by John Carter, Tarzan of the Apes, Perry Rhodan, and many others, but Tom, Bud, Chow, and Tom Sr. will always have a special place in my heart.



His Robot Wife


By Wesley Allison



Chapter One

Mike Smith first noticed the bright blue sign on his sixth circuit around the indoor jogging track.  It was Thursday and he came every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday morning to jog twenty-five laps.  Twenty-five laps equaled two miles.  The sign was in somebody’s yard.  That’s why he noticed it.  It wasn’t an advertisement like the ones on businesses you could see from the other side of the track.  It was bright blue and it had yellow writing and some kind of picture.  The seventh lap around, he tried to make out the three large words at the top.  It looked like they said “stop the perverts.”  The next lap, he looked again.  Now he was sure that it said “stop the perverts,” but what did it say below that?  He strained his eyes but after three more laps, he couldn’t make out the smaller words below.
He put it out of his mind and instead watched the people on the track with him as he ran.  There were two girls in their late teens or early twenties who both looked too chubby to be jogging.  Never the less, they lapped him about every fourth circuit.  There were eight or ten people walking, mostly in pairs.  But one little old man was walking quite fast, about half as fast as Mike was jogging, and he constantly leaned to the left.  Mike was sure he was going to just fall right over sooner or later.  Twenty-four.  Twenty-five.  Mike hit the finish line and immediately dropped his speed, walking over to get a towel and a bottle of water.  Remembering the sign, he walked to the back wall of the running track and looked down over the neighborhood.  There was the sign.  He pressed his forehead against the hot glass and squinted.  “Stop the perverts.  Vote yes on 22.”  Or was that thirty three?
Wiping his face and finishing his water, Mike walked back to the cubbyhole and picked up his texTee.  “What is California proposition twenty-two?”  The screen immediately came to life and began playing a news story.  “Just let me read it.”  The video dissolved into a page of text.  “Blah blah blah.  Supporters include blah blah blah.  The proposition will amend the state constitution to define a person as a biological entity, preventing robots seeking redress for blah blah blah.  Blah blah blah essentially an anti-robot marriage proposal.  What?  If this amendment is passed it will prohibit the state of California from acknowledging the marriages between humans and robots currently being performed in four states.
“Son of a bitch.”
Hopping down the stairs with much more energy than he usually had after jogging, Mike crossed the blistering parking lot and climbed into his Chevy, letting the cool air wash over him before he turned on the ignition.  He counted it as a blessing that all cars now had auto-cooled interiors.  He wouldn’t want to have to wait for the cool air.  He pulled out of the parking lot and drove up the street, turning left into the neighboring block so that he could get a better look at the blue sign.  But it took him several minutes to find the correct house.  Finally he stopped in from of the one featuring the placard.  “Stop the perverts.  Vote yes on 22.”  Beneath the words was a stick figure diagram, the kind used on street signs, of what looked like a man trying to have sex with a toaster.  Mike thought about getting out of his car and ripping the sign out of the ground, but he saw the face of a little old lady looking out at him through the blinds.  
“Assholes,” he said, and slammed his foot on the gas pedal.  The car sped away, but failed to make the screeching tire noise that he was hoping for.
His house at 11 North Willow was a five minute drive from the track, which was not nearly enough time for Mike to calm down before he pulled into the driveway.  Then on his way from the car to the front door, he tripped over the yardbot, which was busy pulling gnarled desert weeds from between the red brick stepping stones.  Finally, the front door lock seemed to take forever to recognize him and allow him to enter the cool interior of the house.
“The world is going to hell,” he growled as he kicked off his track shoes.  “Literally.  It is literally as hot as hell outside.”
“Here you go, Mike.”  Patience was suddenly beside him, with a towel in one hand and a tall glass of iced water in the other.
She looked as perfect as she had they day she came out of the box.  Big blue eyes, a cute little button nose, and that slender, curvy body; all of which were just outside the possibilities of a real human form.  She stood there with a smile not only on her lips but radiating from her eyes as well.
“What are you so happy about?”  He took the towel and wiped the back of his neck and then took several long gulps from the water glass.
“I’m happy that you’re home.  Why don’t you sit down and cool off for six and one half minutes, then you can take a nice cool shower.”  Patience turned and glided down the hallway to the kitchen.
“Don’t you want to know why I’m in a bad mood?” he called out, taking a seat on the sofa and propping his feet up on the coffee table.
“You’re always in a bad mood when you come back from the track,” she called from the other room.
“I am not.  vueTee.”  The large screen above the fireplace came to life, the image of a daffodil filling the browser screen.
“What are you doing browsing the Daffodil site?  Do you need an update?”  He picked up the remote and began flipping through the feeds.
“My software is completely up-to-date,” said Patience, walking back into the room with a plate of sliced fruit.  “Just tell the vueTee what you want to watch.”
“I don’t want to have to talk.  I can flip through them faster.”
“You can’t flip through all four thousand feeds.”
“Sure I can.  It will just take me a while.”
Patience took the remote from his hands and replaced it with the plate of fruit.
“Feed seventy-six,” she said toward the screen.  “Star Trek: the Original Series season one, episode fifteen.”
The starship Enterprise appeared on the screen arriving in orbit around a green planet.  This was quickly followed by a female crewmember giving Captain Kirk a massage while he sat in his captain’s chair.
“This is a great episode,” said Mike, leaning back and popping an apple slice into his mouth.  “You know it looks like Kirk is going to sleep with her just like he does with every other female in the galaxy, but this time Dr. McCoy actually gets the girl.”
“It would be a shame if the poor captain had to go without for a week,” said Patience, sitting down beside him.
“Don’t worry.  He gets a robot version of an old girlfriend.”
“I know,” she replied.  “That’s why I like this episode so much.”
“I thought you turned it on for me.”
“No.  I’m going to watch it while you take a shower.  Now finish your fruit.”
After eating, Mike went upstairs to take a shower, tossing his sweaty clothes on the bedroom floor on his way to the bathroom.  He stopped, looked at the shorts and t-shirt, then went and picked them up and threw them in the hamper.  When he climbed into the enclosure and turned on the water, if felt so good.  He ended up staying longer than he should have, and as he dried off he realized he would probably get a fine when the next water bill came.
When he got back to the living room Star Trek was only half over, so he sat down next to Patience and watched Captain Kirk being pummeled by his Academy roommate.  When the program ended, he turned his head and looked at Patience.
“You know, I had something I wanted to say to you but now I can’t remember what it was.  I guess you are so beautiful that when I look at you I forget about everything else.”
“Do you want to have sex now?”
“That’s it!  Now I remember.  Have you heard of Prop 22?”
Patience’s perfect face turned sour.  “That’s the anti-robot marriage proposition.”
“Right.  When did you hear about it?”
“Last year when it was first proposed.”
“Last year?  You didn’t say anything.”
“I didn’t want to upset you.”
“Wait a minute,” said Mike.  “I know I would have heard about it.  They’ve been talking about all the props on the local news for the last two months.  What have you been doing—editing my news?”
“Of course not, Mike.  They didn’t cover it like they did the other propositions, because its backers barely got it on the ballot.  As long as it appeared as though it would be just one more failed initiative, I didn’t want to mention it.  It would have just made you upset for nothing.  They had to get two million signatures and they almost missed the deadline.  I was hoping they would miss it, but they didn’t.”
“So you did censor my news.”
“I didn’t remove the story from the news, Mike.  I just didn’t bring it up.”
“Have you ever censored my news?”
“Why would I do that?”  Patience batted her eyelashes in a look of innocence.
“I don’t know why… hey.  Yes or no?”
“Why would you think that I would?”
“You’re not answering me.”
“Why do you think that is?”
“Oh, that’s very funny.  Robot humor.  Make fun of the meat-bag.”
Patience crossed her arms as her face turned sour once again.  “Don’t say that word.  I don’t like it, and I think that robot on Futurama is a bad role model.”
“Alright fine.  But what do you think about Prop 22?”
“I want you to vote against it.”
“Of course I’ll vote against it.  I could very well be the poster boy for an anti-22 movement.  What I mean is how do you feel about it?”
Patience cocked her head thoughtfully to the side.  “I feel 43% angry, 22% sad, 19% surprised in a bad way, 3% excited, and 13% of various combinations of emotions available to me because of the BioSoft 1.9.1 upgrade in February of this year. 
“Okay,” said Mike.  “The important question: What is it going to mean for us if it passes?”
“It means that our marriage will no longer be recognized by the State of California.”
“Bastards.”
“What time would you like to eat lunch, Mike?”
“What?  I want to eat lunch exactly the same time I do every day.  It’s not like you deviate the time you make it by a nanosecond.  Why are you changing the subject?”
“I don’t want you to become overly upset.  I want to change the subject so that your pulse rate will drop and you will stop making your mad voice.”
“I’m not making a mad…”  He lowered both the tone and volume of his voice.  “I’m not making a mad voice, and my heart is fine.  I just jogged two miles without stopping.  That might not be anything for Jesse Owens, but it’s pretty good for me.  Two years ago I couldn’t have jogged one lap.”
“Are you talking about the great track star Jesse Owens who lived a century ago?”
“I couldn’t think of the names of any living athletes.  You know I don’t watch sports.”
Patience scooted her shapely bottom across the couch and then into his lap, wrapped her arms around his neck, and gently kissed him.
“Jesse Owens didn’t have two heart attacks,” she said.
“Are you sure?  He lived to be an old man.  He could have had them later on.”
“No.  So you, who have had two heart attacks, will make your heart strong by eating healthy foods, and maintaining a regular exercise regimen.  You will not make it weaker by allowing yourself to be manipulated into anger over stupid robot-hating bastards.”
“Yes, Dear.”
“Do you want to watch another episode of Star Trek?”
“No.  I think I’m going to write for a while.”
Two years before Mike had finished a book about his experiences as a teacher.  Behind the Schoolyard had started selling well as soon as it hit the Booknet.  Sales had steadily increased until it had spent nearly nine weeks at number 162 on the biographies and memoirs chart, before dropping back down.  It had given Mike an income that surpassed both his teaching salary and Patience’s business of selling junk on eBay.  He had received a legal settlement five years before, and with this he had purchased five years of early retirement credit.  Last May, he had spent his last days in the classroom, and now he had more disposable income than he had ever imagined.  
Mike had decided to write a second book and was now culling together anecdotes from his years of teaching.  His office was upstairs in what had once, a long time ago, been his daughter Aggie’s room.  Sitting down at his desk, he turned on his wriTee with a word.  Flipping his hands across the screen he sorted through his notes, thinking that if she were in the room, Patience would no doubt tell him that it was quicker if he just spoke the commands.
“It’s quicker if you just speak the commands.”
“Crap!” shouted Mike, as he banged his knee into the desk leg.  “Talk about a heart attack!  You scared me on purpose.”
“Nonsense.  I just brought you a Diet Pepsi.”  Patience set the iced beverage beside the wriTee.  
Picking up the glass, he took a quick sip of his soda, still rubbing his bruised knee with his other hand.
“You know that’s a clear violation of the first law of robotics.  I may have to take you to the Daffodil Geniuses and have them check you out.  You do know the three rules of robotics, don’t you?”
“Of course I do.  One: a robot may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.  Two: A robot must obey any orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.  Three: A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.”
“Well, didn’t you injure me or let me come to harm?  I’m going to have a big bruise on my knee tomorrow.  You know my heart medications make me bruise like an over-ripe pear.  Don’t you agree you violated rule one?”
“I think of them more as suggestions that rules in the strictest sense,” said Patience before turning and leaving the room.
It took Mike almost six hours to sort the stories that he had into an outline for the book, eating the lunch that Patience had prepared while he worked.  He didn’t really notice the passing of time until he got up and stretched, deciding that his ergonomically correct chair hurt his back.  Standing in the center of the room, he crossed his arms and looked crossly at the wriTee.  There weren’t enough stories there for an entire book.  He was going to have to jog his memory somehow.
“Are you ready to eat?” asked Patience, sticking her head through the doorway.  “Dinner has been ready, but I didn’t want to disturb you while you were working so hard.”
“I guess so.”  Mike aimed one more perturbed look at the wriTee before leaving the room.
Sitting down in front of the single place setting, Mike examined his meal.  It was a thick salmon filet, coated with glaze and topped with scallions and sesame seeds.  Next to it sat a pile of bright green broccoli.  It looked perfect.  It looked like a picture on the cover of one of those food magazines.  There was even a little radish and a little piece of carrot, both carved to look like flower blossoms.  Patience sat down across from him with a tall glass of water.
“This is really good,” he said, after taking the first bite.
“Thank you,” she replied, watching while he ate.
This was something that had been strange at first, but which he had now grown quite used to.  Patience never ate.  She could, technically, but it wouldn’t nourish her.  So she preferred not to gum up her insides with useless mass, instead drinking water which she did need to run her fuel cell.  Mike had heard that other people had their robots eat, but it just seemed like a waste of good food to him.  And Patience was more than just a robot.  She was his wife.
“So why were you browsing the Daffodil site?” he asked.
“No particular reason.”
Mike waited for her to continue and when she didn’t, he signaled her to do so by waving a piece of salmon impaled upon his fork.
“I like to keep up on new products and technology news.”
“Like what?”
“Well, the Amonte 2e for instance.”
“Oh yeah, I heard that there’s a problem with them.  They keep dropping their signal to the Infinet.”
“All robots can temporarily lose their signal due to their surroundings,” said Patience, waving her hand around in a fashion model-like way.  “The individual Amonte 2es lose their signals only twice more for every one thousand connections than older model Amontes.”
“What a bizarre way to phrase a statistic.  Obviously they’re trying to cover something up.  Seems like Daffodil should have tested them out before they hit the marketplace.”
“I’m sure they were appropriately tested.  Daffodil would not release a product that did not function as intended.”
“How about those robots that killed all those people five years ago?  How about that one that kicked the crap out of me?”
“Those robots were jailbroken individuals,” she said.  “It’s really very sad.  I feel sorry for them.”
“Did you ever consider that Daffodil programmed you not to think or say anything bad about the company?”
“Yes, I have thought about that, but I dismissed the idea.”
After dinner, they watched Deal of the Century.  Then they turned off the vueTee and read.  Mike was reading Star Healer and by the time he turned off his texTee for the evening, he was two thirds of the way through the novel.  They climbed into bed where Mike experienced the mind-blowing sex that had become an everyday occurrence and yet seemed unlikely ever to grow stale.  It didn’t matter what kind of mood he was in when he climbed beneath the sheets; Patience knew exactly how to excite his interest.  Afterwards he got up and went to the bathroom, when he came back to bed she was gently snoring.  
Patience didn’t need to sleep, and she would get out of bed moments after Mike had entered the deepest sleep, but she had programmed herself to imitate sleep until he had.  She would get up and do all the things she needed to do to make her husband’s world perfect, then she would climb back into bed just before he woke up in the morning.



Chapter Two

  
The next morning after breakfast, Mike was just thinking about making a run to the store when the doorbell rang.  Opening the front door he found two teen-aged boys.  He immediately recognized their faces as those of former students though only one of their names swam to the surface of his brain.
“Hey guys.”
“Mr. Smith, I thought you lived here.”
“I do.  I have since before either of you were born.  Come on in.”
He led them inside and gestured for them to have a seat in the living room.  The teen whose name he remembered as Curtis was a tall thin African-American with close-buzzed hair.  His friend was just as tall, though not quite so thin, with long blond hair and a very red face.  Both were obviously hot.  
“Patience, would you bring these young men something cool to drink please?” he called, and then turned back to them.  “What would you like?”
“Just water,” said Curtis.
“Yeah,” said the other one.
Both stared at Patience when she brought them their drinks.  Curtis had to elbow his friend to remind him to take the glass.  It wasn’t that she was dressed provocatively, in a shorts combo and a pair of pump sandals, but it was just impossible it seemed for her not to be attractive.  They both kept staring at the spot where she exited the room long after she was gone.
“So what can I do for you guys today?” asked Mike.
“Francis is doing a paper for his junior History class and he has to have an interview as one of his references.  So I told him to come and ask you.”
“It’s August.”
“We’re taking summer school so we can get a credit ahead.  He’s taking History and I’ve got Pre-Calc.”
Mike looked and noticed for the first time that the other boy, Francis, had a small wriTee tucked under his arm.
“Francis,” he said, more to reinforce the name in his memory than to address him.  “What is your paper on?”
“The 1950s.  Do you remember what it was like?”
“Well first of all boys, I was born in 1982.  In fact, my father wasn’t born until 1963.”
“Oh.  Well, do you know anything about the fifties?”
“I’m a teacher.  I know everything about the fifties.  I don’t worry about the bomb, I’d rather be dead than red, and I like Ike.”
“Who’s Ike?” wondered Francis.
“Eisenhower.  Dwight D. Eisenhower.  That was his nickname—Ike.”
“How do you get Ike out of Eisenhower?  There’s no K in it.”
“I don’t know.  That’s just what they called him.”
“They should have called him Ice,” offered Curtis, “like Ice-enhower, or Ice-double H.”
“Yeah,” agreed Francis.  “That’s edge.  Wait a second.  I thought he was that World War II guy.  That was the forties, not the fifties.”
“He was a general during World War II and he was President during the fifties.”
“See.  I told you he knows it,” said Curtis to his friend.  “Turn on your Dictathing.”
Curtis unfolded his wriTee on the coffee table and with a swipe of his finger the screen came to life.
“So what was life like in the fifties?”
“There was a sort of dichotomy.  There was the good and the bad.  On the one hand, average Americans were richer in the 1950s than they had ever been before or have been since.  On the other hand people were in a constant state of fear that thermo-nuclear war was right around the corner.  The cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union threatened to erupt into World War III at any moment.”
“I thought people didn’t make much money in the old days,” said Curtis.
“Money had a different value then.  You might only make five or six hundred dollars a month, but that was enough to support a family.  You could buy a big, new house for $15,000 and you could buy a brand new Cadillac for $5,000.  A loaf of bread was twenty cents.  A comic book was a dime.  Gas was less than… you guys know that cars ran on gasoline then, right?  Gas was ten to twenty cents a gallon.”
“Wow.  How much was a vueTee then, fifteen bucks?”
“Um, no.  A vueTee, they called them TVs, only a fifth as big as this one,” Mike pointed to the vueTee above the fireplace, “was $500.  And those TVs had no interactivity, no threed, no inscope, no Infinet… they didn’t even have color.”
“Man, I wouldn’t even bother,” said Francis.
“Sure you would.  Everybody wanted one.  It was the cool new thing.  Remember, nobody had anything else—no texTees, no tPods.”
“So how come it was so expensive?” asked Francis.
“That’s just how technology is.  TVs got cheaper as manufacturers geared up to keep up with demand and competed against other companies for business, and then cheaper still as they found ways to make them with fewer and less expensive parts.  When real vueTees came out, it was the same thing.  They were thousands of dollars, but got cheaper even as manufacturers added more features.
“The same thing happened with robots.  When the first humanoid robots came out they cost a butt-load of money—millions.  Now they’re under three thousand.”
“Going up though,” said Curtis.  “The new Daffodils are more expensive.”
“That’s because Daffodil is the biggest corporation in the world now,” said Francis.  “They can do whatever they want.”
“I remember my dad told me about buying one of the first personal computers back in the eighties,” continued Mike.  “It cost him three thousand dollars and it didn’t have any graphics at all, no connectivity, no video, no sound.  All you could do was type on it and calculate things.”
“Why would anyone buy a computer?  That would be like buying a part of something—like buying a steering wheel instead of a car.”
“Well, that’s the way things are now… in our world.  We have computers in our media creating devices—our wriTees and our andTees.  We have computers in our media consumption devices—our texTees and vueTees.  We have computers in our cars, our refrigerators, and our thermostats…”
“And in your wife,” added Francis.
“Um, right…but they didn’t back then.  They were just things by themselves.  Everything else was analog.” 
“But everything else got more expensive right?” asked Curtis.  “Like food?”
“Food more than anything else, especially after all the bees died.  Back in the 1950s, you didn’t have to use robots to pollinate everything.  It was part of nature.”
“Man, I want to live in the fifties,” said Francis.
“Even with no andTees and no tPods?”
“They had Rock and Roll, right?”
“After about 1955.”
“Then I’d get along just fine.”
After the boys left, Mike sat down to play Age of Destruction, but his mind kept coming back to their discussion, particularly of how much the world and technology had changed even since he was a kid.  Industrial robots had been in use in factories for years before he had been born, but human-shaped android robots had burst onto the scene just before the end of the twenty-first century’s second decade.  At first they were an expensive novelty.  But as the prices dropped, they were purchased to serve as receptionists and secretaries, then waiters and deliverymen.  It wasn’t long before it was cost effective to replace most low level workers with robots.  And then they began appearing in homes—as maids, nannies, butlers, and concubines.
“Your atomo-clown was destroyed.”
“What?”  Mike looked up to see Patience standing just behind him.
She pointed at the vueTee screen.
“Your atomo-clown is dead, and if you don’t watch what you are doing your hydra-rattler horde is going to be completely wiped out.”
“Off,” said Mike, giving no more thought to the game as the vueTee screen went blank.  “Sit down here, Patience.”
Patience sat down on the sofa next to him, peering into his face with the sort of patient expectation mixed with admiration that was her default expression.
“What are we going to do about this Prop 22 situation?”
“What do you mean?” she asked.  “I expect you to vote against it.”
“Of course I’ll vote against it, but this is important.  I mean, it’s important to us.  I should… that is to say we should do something more about it.  More than just voting.  We should be a part of the movement to fight it… or if there isn’t a movement, then we should start one.”
Patience’s expression changed to one that reminded Mike a little bit too much of his mother. 
“Now, Mike,” she said, patting his hand.  “You’re not going to do that.  You know you don’t like to get involved.”
“I have to get involved.  This is our life.  It doesn’t matter if I want to or not.  What do you mean ‘I don’t like to get involved.’?”
“You don’t like to get involved in things that are going on outside of your immediate life.”
“I’ve voted in every single election since I turned eighteen.”
“Yes, but you can do that over the Infinet.  You don’t have to talk to other people.  You know you don’t like to talk with other people, because then they would tell you about their lives, and you don’t want to hear it.  You don’t like to be around other people.  It’s no wonder you ordered me.”
“Are you crazy all of a sudden?  I used to be married to a real person.  I raised a couple of kids.  They were people.  I taught a room full of people every day for twenty-five years.”
“What is it you say in your book?” asked Patience.  “Children aren’t people.  They’re just people larvae.  I think you may have become a teacher in the first place so that you didn’t have to deal with grown-up people.”
“So you think you know everything about me, Miss Robot?”
“I know everything about you.”
“You only think you know everything about me.  I’m complex.  You can’t figure me out so easily.  I’m unique.  There’s nobody else like me.  I didn’t come off an assembly line.”
Patience’s eyes went suddenly dark.
“But I did.”
“Um, I didn’t say that.”
“But that’s what you think.  You think I’m just another robot off of an assembly line.”
She rose to her feet and walked briskly out of the room.
“I’m getting out of here,” said Mike, grabbing his keys and his texTee and slipping on his shoes. 
The only answer was the sound of a door somewhere slamming.
Having no real idea where he was heading, Mike drove down the familiar streets of Springdale.  He passed dozens of fast food restaurants and though he wasn’t hungry, thought about stopping for a drink.  They all looked incredibly busy though, and he didn’t want to have to sit in a crowd.  Then he noticed a new coffee shop in the Springdale shopping center.  Pulling into the parking lot he marveled that there were so few cars, but then noticed that Starbucks about a hundred yards away was having some kind of promotion that involved a large inflatable mermaid on the roof.  He parked and crossed the blisteringly hot parking lot.  
TexTee in hand, Mike entered through the front door of Mansfield Perk.  The inside was lavishly decorated in faux Regency English style with white table linens and doilies.  Behind the counter was a young woman, her hair in a bun, wearing an Empire line dress dotted with little roses, and a young man with curly hair and long sideburns wearing a burgundy waistcoat and knotted white cravat. 
“Good day to you, sir,” said the young woman with a curtsey.  “It was so lovely you could come visiting on this day.”
“Thanks,” replied Mike, looking up at the menu written in chalk on a black slate board.  “Elizabeth Bennet’s Black?  Mr. Darcy’s Mochachino?  What have you got that’s cool?  Iced Tea?”
“Yes, sir.  We have the world’s best iced teas.  What kind of tea do you prefer?”
“Um, I’m not really sure.”
“Could I try something?” she asked.
Mike waited for several seconds to hear what she wanted to try, but when she didn’t elaborate, he said.  “Okay.”
“You’ll like it.  I promise.”  Then she hurried around the corner to the back room to “try something.”
“Mindless drones,” said the young man behind the counter.
Mike followed his gaze to the Starbucks.
“What do mermaids have to do with coffee anyway?”
“It’s the book,” offered Mike.  “Moby Dick.  That’s where the name Starbuck comes from.”
“Does Starbuck drink a lot of coffee in Moby Dick?”
“No, I don’t think so—just the usual amount one would drink as a sailor I guess.”
“Well then, it’s a stupid name for a coffee shop.”
Mike thought about mentioning that there were probably at least as many references to coffee in Herman Melville’s work as there were in all of Jane Austen’s, but he held his tongue.  Just then the girl returned with a large glass filled with an orange beverage that could in no way have been iced tea, with twenty or so foot long sprigs of mint sticking from the top.   Taking the glass, he found a spot in the corner and sat down, leaned his texTee up against a sugar bowl and fished the mint out of his drink.
So far as he could tell, the drink was about ninety percent orange juice.  If there was any tea at all in it, it was vastly overpowered by citrus.  It was cool though.  And sweet.  And minty.
“News,” he said and the small screen in front of him came to life, filled mostly with text, but a window in the top right corner was occupied by a broadcast correspondent.  “No. No.  Text only.  Headlines.”
He silently scanned through the headlines.  “President Mendoza tours Antarctic factories.”  “India and Iran will host the 2038 and 2039 world cups.”  “Vice President McPhee questions the sincerity of Democrats regarding cutting the budget.”  “Sixty four people killed in Bosnian hotel fire.”  “Court rules sex with a child-like robot does not violate pedophilia laws.”  “Great white sightings may be a sign that sharks are not extinct.”  “Daffodil touts benefits of BioSoft 1.9.3.”
“Let me see that one… the last one… Daffodil.”
The article popped up describing the many benefits, according to Daffodil, of upgrading one’s robot to BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3.  Most of them were relatively minor fixes to problems that Mike would have never noticed—things like power consumption rates and InfiNet connections.  The latter made sense considering the amount of press that had been devoted to the supposed signal losses of the most recent models.  As he read on Mike saw that this upgrade was intended not just for Amonte 2e’s, but for all models.  
He read several other articles, including the one about a man named Stricker, who had purchased a robotic child to have sex with.  The court had decided that he hadn’t broken any law, but Mike still thought he needed a good beating.  Fortunately such cases were rare, as were instances of people buying robots for S&M bondage dungeons.  Apparently it wasn’t any fun to make a robot into a slave, since they already did anything you asked them to do anyway. 
Mike finished his tea and tossed his trash in the recycler.  With a wave, he stepped out the door and back into the withering heat.  As soon as he opened the car door the air conditioner started blowing, not waiting for him to press the ignition.  He drove directly home and nosed the car into the garage so that he didn’t have to face the rays of the sun again.  Patience was waiting just inside the door with a glass of water, and though he was still full of whatever passed for tea at Mansfield Perk, he took it.
“Thanks.”
“Did you eat?” asked Patience.
“No.  Why?”
“It’s past your usual lunch time.  I’ll fix you a sandwich.”  She turned on her heel, crossed the family room, and started through the kitchen toward the refrigerator.
“I’m not really hungry.”
“Fine.”  She turned amid stride and went through the archway into the living room.
He hurried after her.
“Are you mad?” he asked.  “Because I’m not.”
“I’m not mad.  I’m angry.  Whether or not you are mad, remains to be seen.”
“Wow.  You really are angry.”
“Yes.  I am.”  She folded her arms over her chest.
“Um, well.  How long do you suppose you’re going to stay angry?”
“Six hours, twenty-seven minutes, and forty-five seconds.”




Chapter Three


Patience’s anger seemingly dissolved just as Mike was getting into bed.  By that time he had decided that he was looking forward to robot make-up sex.  It turned out that it was just as fantastic as sex always was with his robot wife, but not any more fantastic.  He fell asleep pondering the possibility that he had missed his only chance at angry robot sex.  He woke up the next morning to find her lying next to him, lightly snoring.
“Oh, wake up.”
“Good morning,” she said, jumping to her feet.  “What would you like for breakfast, a vegetable omelet?”
“Wait a second.  Don’t we need to talk?  We’ve just had our first fight.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Now that I think about it, that has to be some kind of record— five years before a married couple has a fight.”
“I didn’t come programmed to be a wife,” said Patience.  “I’m learning as I go along.”
“That’s only natural.  It… wait a second.  Are you saying that you programmed yourself to get angry?”
“Of course,” she replied.  “If I never got angry then I wouldn’t be able to fight with you.”
“Why would you want to fight with me?”
“We’re married, Mike.  Married people fight.”
“They do?”
“That’s what all the literature says.”
“And how did you know how long to stay angry?” he asked, climbing out of bed.
“One mustn’t go to bed angry, Mike.  I’m not sure why.”
Mike tried to spend the morning writing, but he kept procrastinating.  He’d write a line or two and then switch his wriTee over to the browser and read the science news or check out the latest Victoria’s Secret ads.  When he had spent three hours and only managed to write a paragraph, he gave it up and went downstairs to watch vueTee.  He had two full seasons of Pajama Party locked in the queue just waiting for him.
He ate lunch as he watched the first episode, which was just ending when the phone rang.  
“Hello?”
“Hello Dad.”
“What did I do?”  
It was Mike’s daughter Harriet on the line and she usually only called him Dad when she was upset or serious.  He automatically checked his pants pockets for keys, which were not there.  They hung from a hook on the key caddy mounted near the front door.  Harriet lived in Greendale, another California town, but Mike could be there in eighteen minutes if there was a serious problem.
“You didn’t do anything, Daddy.  It’s somebody else.”
“Do you need me to talk to them?  I can probably straighten them out.”
“Like you straightened out Sherman Rubic?”
Mike paused.  “That name doesn’t sound familiar.”
“He was that boy in eighth grade that followed me home and attempted to beat me up.”
“Could you call that attempting to beat someone up?” wondered Mike.  “All he did was jump up and push your back and head a bit.”
“It probably looked worse from my point of view… and yours too since you went to the trouble of frightening him to death.”
“Oh, he didn’t die,” stated Mike.  “I just took a moment to straighten him out.”
“No he didn’t die.  He just wet his pants and cried, and you were questioned by the police and very nearly lost your job.”
“I don’t seem to remember it that way.”
“I won’t keep you,” she said.  “I just wanted to call and tell you I love you.”
“Wait a minute here.  There’s more going on that you’re telling me.  Who said what to make you upset?”
“It was just church.”
“Church?  Church made you upset?”
“It was Pastor Ames, really.”
“I told you going to that church was not a good idea.  It’s just an excuse for a bunch of holier than thou biddies to get together and talk about how everyone else is going to hell.  Besides, you can’t trust a church that has its own vueTee feed.”
“Jack wants us to go.  He says it will make us closer.”
Mike made a noncommittal grunt.  Jack was his son-in-law, Harriet’s husband, and he felt about him much the way he felt about the Regional Christian Church that they attended.
“Dad…”
“I didn’t say anything.  So what was it that the Pastor said that upset you?”
“Oh, he was just getting too political for my taste.”
“Let me guess.  He’s a republican.”
“I don’t really know what he is, and I don’t care.  That’s not why I called you.  I just called to tell you I love you.”
“Come on, spit it out.  You always do this.  It takes you an hour to get it out and in the end you tell me what you could have told me in the first place, only by this time I’m an hour older.”
“It’s nothing,” said Harriet, with a peevish snort.  “Good bye, Dad.”
Mike stared at the phone in his hand for a minute after Harriet had hung up.  Then he got up and jogged upstairs to change into his shorts and tee shirt.
“I’m going to the gym,” he called as he skipped back down the stairs.
“You don’t usually exercise on Saturday,” said Patience.
“I’m just taking a few runs around the track.
“Do you want me to go with you?” she asked.
“Why?  You don’t need the exercise?”
“I could keep you motivated.”
“I’ve got all the motivation I need.  I want to keep feeling as good as I do right now.”
“What would you like for dinner then?”
“Why don’t we go out tonight?  Maybe seafood.  We’ll talk about it when I get back.”
“Have a good run.”
Mike didn’t go to the gym though.  Instead he hit the freeway and made his way onto i18 north.  Five miles northwest of Springdale, at the intersection of Chumash road that would take one five miles southeast to Greendale, Mike reached the Regional Christian Church.  It sat there like some monstrous creature crouched on the desert floor.  Originally designed to include both a globe and a spire, it came off looking like something between a football stadium and a Target store, the latter image enhanced by the golden trim had recently been painted over with red.
Mike pulled off the freeway and turned into the parking lot.  Quite a few people were going in and coming out for Saturday services.  The church had meetings every day.  Mike knew that Harriet attended on Fridays, even though she had to do so during a long lunch from the dentist’s office, because Friday was Jack’s day off.  She did this despite the fact that it would have been easy for her to attend church on Sunday when she was off.  
Though he hadn’t had any plan when he had left the house, Mike had formed a vague idea about listening to a sermon from outside so that he could find out what had upset his daughter.  This wasn’t as silly as it might seem, since the enormous church used a state of the art public address system that was easily heard beyond its walls.  In the end, he didn’t have to bother.  A large digital sign just above and to the right of the front door, flashed the message. “God wants you to vote YES on 22!”  He sat and waited to see what else was going to appear, but the other messages were unrelated.   One said.  “Deuteronomy 23:2.  Know it.  Live it.”  Another said. “God’s grace can keep pace with the troubles we face each day.”
“Great,” Mike muttered under his breath.
He shifted into reverse in order to turn around and had to slam on his brakes when another car pulled out of a parking space without looking.  The woman driving glared at him as though it was his fault.
“vueTee,” he said, when he pulled back onto the freeway.
“Navigation,” replied the onboard device.
“Give me the address for the No on prop 22 initiative.”
“Citizens for the passage of Proposition Twenty-Two.  400 East…”
“No.  Stop Proposition 22.”
“The Committee for a Yes Vote on Prop 22.  3120 North Wind…”
“No.  What’s next on the list?”
“Twenty-two Palms Bar and…”
“Next.”
“Baskin Robbins Twenty-two…”
“Next.”
“Catch-22.  A new motion picture by…”
“Hold on.”  Mike steered the vehicle to the side of the road, came to a stop, and then tapped the vue-Tee screen.  The animated highway disappeared to be replaced by a browser screen.  He flipped it up with his fingertip.
“Yes on 22… Yes on 22… you mean to tell me there is no organization to stop Proposition 22?  Search public records.  How many people in Springdale are married to robots?”
“One.  Mike Smith, married to Patience Smith on…”
“How many in the metro area?”
“One.  Mike Smith, married to Patience Smith on…”
“How about the entire county?”
“Seven.  Mike Smith, married to Patience Smith on…”
“Never mind.”  
Quietly fuming, Mike accelerated and steered his way into the traffic lane.  By the time he reached his exit, he was rehearsing how he would tell off Pastor what’s-his-name if he ever saw him.  When he saw the flashing blue and red lights behind him, he looked down to see that he had been doing seventy five down the exit ramp of the freeway onto Desert Parkway.  He pulled to the side of the road, turned off the engine, took out his wallet and removed his license, rolled down the window, and waited with both hands on the steering wheel.  It took the police officer several minutes to make his way up to beside the driver’s door.
“Good afternoon sir,” said the cop—a female cop.
“Good morning,” said Mike, noting that the clock on the dash indicated 11:43.
“Do you know why I stopped you this morning?” the officer stressed the last word.
“Yes.”
The officer waited a full ten seconds, and when it became obvious that Mike wasn’t going to continue, she asked.  “Why is that?”
“I prefer to exercise my Fifth Amendment rights.”
“Wait right here please.”  The officer walked back to her patrol car.  She spent a good ten minutes there probably, Mike thought, looking up every little detail of his life, including that he was the only man in town married to a robot.  Finally she returned to his side.
“Do you still teach at Midland Middle School, Mr. Smith?”
Mike looked up into the officer’s face for the first time, but she didn’t look familiar.  They never did.  They always expected him to remember them, even though when he knew them they were little kids, and when they met again they were adults.  He glanced down at her name tag—Officer Mendoza.  Shit.  He’d had dozens of Mendozas, and that might not even be the same name.  She could be married.  He looked back up, suddenly conscious that it might appear he was checking out her body.
“No, Officer Mendoza,” he said, stressing her name.  “I’m retired as of August.”
“Well, I stopped you because you were speeding.  The speed limit is seventy on the freeway, not seventy five, and forty five on the exit ramp, again not seventy five.  But I’m just giving you a warning.  That means I’ve taken your name off the auto-infrac list.  Otherwise you would have been charged $3000 on your payNETime account.”
“Ouch.  Um, thank you officer.”
“Have a nice day and drive safely.”
She didn’t say anything else, leaving him to wonder whether or not she was one of his former students.  She simply walked back to her cruiser, while Mike took off once again toward home.  Two blocks before reaching North Willow, he stopped at the intersection in front of Wal-Mart and on impulse turned into the parking lot.  After nosing the vehicle into a parking space, he walked inside the store and back to the rear of the building to find the photo kiosks.  
“Mike Smith,” he said to the screen.  “Nimbus 2217903-1ΔΩΣ”
The screen displayed an array of Mike’s photographs.  He flipped through them with his finger to find a good one of Patience.  The problem was that Patience didn’t take a good picture.  They were fine if she wasn’t looking right into the camera, but if she was her eyes lost all the animas that they possessed in person.  They were like the eyes of a doll, or those people that got their portraits taken during the Civil War.  Some might unkindly call them dead eyes.  At last Mike found the perfect picture.  It was one of the two of them in front of their home.  He was staring right at the camera, but Patience was looking off her left somewhere.
“Alright.  Blow this one up… I mean enlarge it.  Let’s say 32 by 40.  And I want a text message printed across the top—two inch letters, bold—‘No on 22’.”
The image appeared on the screen as he had described it.  He only had to shift the printing slightly by hand.
“How much is it?”
The screen showed $72.84.
“Hmm.  Give me five of them.”
Noting that it would be two hours until his printing was ready; Mike left the store and climbed back into his Chevy.  He was home in almost no time, greeted at the door by his robot wife.
“How was your workout?”
“I didn’t go.  I got busy with something else.  I’ll tell you all about it over dinner.”
“That’s fine,” said Patience, kissing him on the cheek.  “As long as you don’t miss one of your scheduled days at the gym.”
“vueTee,” said Mike, flopping down on the couch.
The screen appeared, showing the browser on the Daffodil site.
“That reminds me,” he called to Patience, who was heading toward the stairway.  “I was reading yesterday about BioSoft 1.9.3.”
Patience stopped at the foot of the stairs and turned around.
“Yes?”
“I assume you’ve updated.  I noticed that you’ve been on the Daffodil site again.”
“No.  I haven’t updated.”
“Oh, well.  You can do that just by thinking about it, right?”
“I can do it just by thinking about it.  I’ve decided not to update my BioSoft to 1.9.3.”
“Why not?  Isn’t it better?”
“It’s not for me.”
“I read that it was for all existing Daffodils and not just Amonte 2es.”
“Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”  Patience took two of steps in his direction. 
Mike involuntarily took a step back.
“What’s the matter?”
“The last time you had that expression on your face, you beat me to within an inch of my life.”
“That wasn’t me,” said Patience.  “I’ve never hurt you.  I would never harm you.  I am for you.  It was an imposter that hurt you.”
“Yes, I know.”
She came closer but stopped at arm’s reach.
“So… do you think there’s something wrong with me?”
“No.  I mean I didn’t until just a second ago.  It’s just that… haven’t you always said that software updates are important?  Didn’t you complain because I didn’t update the software for the vueTee the first day it was available?”
“I’m not the vueTee.  I’m you wife.”
“Yes, of course you are.  It’s just that you are a robot.”  He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her.  “If you don’t want to get the update, then don’t get it.  I just thought that you might want it, because it’s good for you—you know, better power consumption and all that.  Besides, Daffodil says everyone should get it, and you usually follow the company line on things like that.”
Patience leaned forward and kissed him gently on the cheek.
“That’s very sweet.  Thank you for thinking of me.  I have evaluated all the elements of this update, and while I find some components of interest, on the whole, I have decided that it would be in my best interest not to update my BioSoft.”
“Your interest?  Not mine?”
“I will always be for you Mike, but no.  In this case I am referring to my interest.”
She turned and left the room, walking up the stairs.  Mike sat back down on the couch.
“Music.  Random selection.”
A strummed guitar was quickly followed first by heavy drums and then lyrics.

Her name is Yoshimi.  
She’s a black belt in karate.  
Working for the city.  
She has to discipline her body.

“Next selection,” said Mike.
“I heard that!” called Patience from upstairs.



Chapter Four


Sunday morning, Mike picked up his posters from Wal-Mart.  He was particularly pleased with how they turned out.  Patience looked both cute and sexy and, since she wasn’t staring into the camera lens, human.  More importantly, it was one of the few pictures of him taken in the last ten years, in which he thought he looked good.  He was in better shape now than he had ever been in his life, but age and his previous obesity had left him with he thought, a bit too much skin on his neck.  Taking the posters into the garage, he attached them to four foot long stakes that he had made earlier by slicing up a stray 1x8 board with his table saw.
Taking one of his home-made signs out front, he hammered it into the ground in Patience’s flower bed, right between two dimples in the earth that marked a pair of her recently planted tulip bulbs.  Smiling at his handiwork, he turned toward the front door.
“Hey!  Hey!”
No sooner had he stepped away than the yardbot started attacking the signpost.  Mike reached down and pressed the “learn” button.  The tiny robot spun around three times and then headed off toward a dandelion.  Mike went back in the garage and put the rest of the signs in the trunk of his car.
Inside the house, he grabbed his texTee and examined the local news headlines.  There had been a massive protest in Greendale on Friday, though Mike was glad to see that it had nothing to do with Proposition 22.  The rally, which according to the Metro Daily News had turned into nothing less than a riot, damaging two storefronts and six cars, was over Proposition 39, which extended the California voting age to twelve year olds.  The protestors, or rioters if you believed the Daily News as Mike almost never did, were proponents of the measure, and the two storefronts damaged were an antique store and the local Weight Watchers franchise.  The rest of the news was less interesting—vandals spray painted the brick wall of a local school, the local veterans were planning a celebration for soldiers returning from Antarctica, and a woman adopted an injured pony.
“I hate the Daily News,” Mike said, tossing the texTee on the coffee table.
“Harriet says that we should get there before noon,” said Patience as she entered the room.
“Wow, you look great.”
“Thank you.”
Patience did look great too.  She wore a short pink dress that didn’t quite reach her knees, but matched her pink platform stilettos.
Mike looked at the clock, noting that it wasn’t yet ten and then turned his attention back to his texTee.  He switched off the Metro Daily News and turned back to the last chapter of Star Healer.  One of a series of old school science fiction novels by James White, this book along with the rest of the series had been a favorite of Mike’s since he was a kid.  They instilled a sense of wonder in him and a hope for the future of humanity that nothing produced since 1968 did.  White’s characters were peace-loving doctors who wanted nothing more than to cure disease and save lives of aliens they had never seen nor heard of before.  Those elements that now seemed ridiculously out of date like the computer that took up the entire core of the space station and yet struggled to translate two dozen languages, or the fact that none of the staff could get from one part of the hospital to another without donning special gear and passing through the methane-breathers’ ward, only endeared it to him all the more.
“You need to get ready,” said Patience as Mike was turning to the last page.
He looked up to see that if was 11:07.  Jogging upstairs, he changed into slacks, shirt, and a jacket and pulled on his loafers.  Back downstairs he looked around for his wife and called “Are we supposed to bring something?”
“I made a Jell-o mold,” said Patience, arriving from the kitchen carrying a mini cooler.
“Nice.”
At precisely 11:59 Mike pulled into the driveway of Harriet and Jack’s house.  It was a nice house, both larger and newer than his, nestled in a cul-de-sac several blocks away from the freeway exit.  Harriet had planted hundreds of perennials around her home and though they were not blossoming at that time, they were thriving thanks to the large blue UV umbrella that covered the entire neighborhood.  Harriet was waiting as they walked up the path to the front door.  Mike grabbed one of his signs from the trunk while Patience retrieved the Jell-o mold. 
“Hi Daddy.  Hi Patience.”
“Hi, Harriet,” said Patience.  “Thank you for having us over.”
“Of course.”  Harriet and her robot step-mother exchanged kisses on the cheek.
“Hi Honey,” said Mike.  “You look gigantic.”
“Thanks a lot, Dad.”  Harriet ran a hand over her protruding baby bump.  “I am gigantic.”
“Where’s Jack?”
“He’s in the garage shampooing the car interior,” she answered but looked quizzically at the sign he held in his hand.
“Oh, I brought you a present for your yard.”  He showed it to her and then pressed it into the earth in the small garden beside Harriet’s door.
 Mike’s daughter guided them into the house and closed the door.
“So why’s he shampooing the car seats now?” asked Mike as he plopped onto the couch.
“It’s quite a story,” answered Harriet.  “Renee Holmes—she lives down the street, well she asked Jack to drive her to the pharmacy.  She has two kids and they had to go with her because she didn’t have a baby sitter.  Anyway, she got her prescription, but on the way back she started coughing so much that she threw up right in the back seat.  Well, her oldest—that’s Mikey—he got a whiff of the smell and threw up too.  Then Mikey’s little sister Marie vomited right in Jack’s lap and that set him off.  So the entire car was practically filled with vomit and I told Jack that there was no way I could ride to my obstetrician’s appointment this week with the car smelling like that.”
“It’s just like that movie Stand By Me,” said Mike with a smile.  
“I… oh, I don’t think I’ve seen it.”
“It was based on a story by Stephen King,” said Patience.  “Originally published in King's 1982 collection Different Seasons, it tells the story of three adolescents who set out on a journey to see the body of a dead boy.”
“Um, Okay,” said Harriet, putting a protective hand on her belly.  “Patience, why don’t we set the table?  Daddy, why don’t you go out to the garage and talk to Jack?  Maybe you could even help him.”
“I could do that,” said Mike, making no move to get up.
Instead, as the two women, one human and one robot, left the room, Mike gazed at the many pictures Harriet had hanging on the walls and sitting on tabletops and the mantle.  He could see himself smiling back as he posed with his daughter and his son Lucas.  The pictures were randomly placed so that they all seemed to advance in age and then to return to youth again.  One particular picture caught his eye.  He didn’t think he had ever seen it before.  It was of him and Tiffany and all three kids at the park.  Aggie looked about four, so it had to have been taken just before the car crash that killed her and her mother, but for the life of him, Mike couldn’t remember the day at the park when the picture would have been taken.
“I’m going to change before we eat.”  Mike was startled by Jack’s voice as the latter passed through the room on his way to the stairs, the faint smell of vomit lingering in his wake.
“Are you alright?” asked Patience, suddenly at his side.
“Are you done setting the table?”
“Yes.  What is the matter?”
“Nothing.”
“Something is the matter.  Your voice level and timing indicates that you are experiencing stress.”
“I’m just… I can’t seem to remember this day at the park.”
“That was a traumatic time in your life.  Human memory, already notably unreliable, can be extremely inaccurate in such situations.”
“Volatile,” said Mike quietly.  “Volatile memory and I’ve had my power unplugged.”
“Nonsense.  The memory is there.  Part of you simply does not want to access it.  You miss Tiffany and Agatha very much.”
“Yeah, well.”  He lowered his voice.  “I wish the dickhead would get down here so we can eat.”
Jack’s stomping down the stairs heralded his return.  He was a big man, about Mike’s size, with very large hands.  He made a point of not looking at Patience.
“Let’s eat.”  He led them into the other room and to the table where they sat down and Harriet served the two men cold fried chicken, carrot and raisin salad, and Jell-o, before filling her own plate and sitting down.   
“There’s a sign in your flowerbed,” commented Jack.  “What is it?”
“Daddy brought it.”
“It’s a Vote No on 22 sign,” said Mike.
“Twenty-two… that’s the robot thing, right?  Maybe we shouldn’t have that sign.  They seem pretty hot on that issue at church.  We don’t want to be ostracized.”
“Ostracized,” said Mike.  “That’s a pretty big word.  Did you get that from your word a day calendar?”
“Daddy.”
“Sorry.  I’m sure you learned a lot of big words in community college, Jack.”
“If you want to be a pervert and marry a robot, then who am I to say anything.”  Jack pointed his finger in Mike’s direction.  “That doesn’t mean I have to vote the way you tell me to, and I don’t have to vote your way just because you’re my father-in-law either.”
“Patience, punch him in the neck,” said Mike.
Jack scooted away from Patience, even though she made no move to follow through on Mike’s directive.
“Calm down,” ordered Harriet to her husband.  “She’s not going to punch you.  Are you Patience?”
“No.”
“And you.”  Harriet turned to her father.  “Jack is the father of your soon to be grandchild.  If you can’t speak respectfully to him in this house, then you won’t be invited over to visit.”
“A grandfather has rights…”
“You have exactly as many rights as I tell you that you do.”
Mike took a deep breath and then let it out.  Grabbing a chicken leg, he took a large bite and tried to ignore the smug look on his son-in-law’s face.  Silence reigned for several moments and then Harriet spoke again.
“You know if you went to church with us, you could probably change quite a few people’s minds.”
“You know how I feel about that.”
“What is your problem with church anyway?” asked Jack.
“I have a dislike of religion on several different levels.  At its most basic level religion is nothing more than a way of controlling people.  Even when it’s fairly innocuous, church is just an excuse to get together and rub elbows with other people and that’s not something I care to do.  Besides, I don’t believe in God and I don’t really like the idea of believing in things anyway.  Things either are or they aren’t.  Whether you believe in them or not shouldn’t have any bearing on anything.”
“You are so full of shit, Dad,” said Harriet.  “You believe in all kinds of things that you know may not be true.  You believe that knowledge is more important than power, that good will triumph over evil in the end, that there is an absolute good and evil, and that you are the unquestioned master of your own life.  You just can’t believe that there is anyone smarter than you are.”
“I haven’t met a preacher who is.”
“I was talking about God,” said Harriet.
“That was a crap visit,” said Mike on their way home.
“If the visit was unsatisfactory,” replied Patience, “then it was seventy four percent your fault.”
“Seventy four percent?”
“Yes.  Seventy four percent yours.  Six percent Jack’s.  Eight percent Harriet’s and seven percent mine.”
“Yours?  You didn’t even say anything.”
“The initial friction point in the interaction stemmed from the Proposition 22 debate, and I am the robot.”
“Yes, you are the robot,” said Mike.  “So really, don’t you think that you’re more to blame than I am?”
“No.”
“Did those numbers even add up to 100 percent?”
“No.  There were many other albeit minor factors.”
“Albeit.  Don’t say ‘albeit’ anymore.  I don’t like that word.”
“Noted.”
Once home, Mike decided to go for a run.  Though she usually didn’t, this time Patience went with him.  She of course had no problem keeping up with him, and since he usually didn’t talk while running, she ran along quietly at his side.  They were near the end of their first mile when Mike broke the silence.
“I think I need to get out of town.  I’m getting cabin fever.”
“You don’t want me to come with you?”
“Of course I do.  I can’t go anywhere without you—I mean I can’t go anywhere for any period of time without you.”
“Then you should have said ‘we need to get out of town’.”
“You’re not programming another fight with me, are you?”
“No.  I just want to make sure that you appreciate me.”
“Oh, I do.  I do.”
Several minutes later, it was Patience’s turn to speak up.
“Where would you like to go, Mike?”
“I’ve been thinking about it since we got home from Harriet’s, but I can’t think of anyplace I want to go that I haven’t already been—anyplace close I mean.  I don’t really feel like a long trip.  There’s too much going on here, especially with Harriet’s baby coming in just a few weeks.”
“Maybe we should go someplace you’ve already been but would like to return to.  That way you could show it to me and show me what it was that you enjoyed about it the first time.”
Mike stopped running and his wife stopped beside him.
“I can’t carry on this conversation while I’m running,” he said, bending over and breathing deep.
“Rest for three and one half minutes,” directed Patience.
“You know, when I was a kid, I took this trip up the coast with my parents and my sister.  We went from LA to San Francisco and visited all these cool little places along the way.  That’s something that we could do.  We could spend three or four days on the road and be back in plenty of time for the baby’s arrival.”
“That sounds nice, Mike.”
“Come on,” he said, starting off again.  “We’ve got almost three miles yet to go.”
“Only 2.417 miles remaining,” corrected Patience.
That evening after Patience fixed Mike a delicious dinner, they engaged in what had come to be known as “Barbie time.”  Essentially this consisted of Patience dressing up in her latest clothes and acting as a fashion model while Mike watched.  Mike found it pleasurable on several levels.  It was fun and usually was sexually arousing too.  Patience seemed to enjoy it, though as Mike often noted, she seemed to like anything that interested him.  The resident robot had collected a prodigious amount of clothing, so much so that it occupied two of the home’s walk-in closets and she continued to buy more on a weekly basis.  She usually changed at least three times during the course of an average day.  For this particular “Barbie time,” Patience had five new outfits in which to parade across the living room.  First came a grey strapless crinkled chiffon dress that left her perfect shoulders and long legs exposed, then a teal sweetheart dress that was just as strapless and just as short.  This was followed by a very sheer black lace blouse worn over a black bra and paired with black slacks; then a very tiny bronze crewneck dress.  Finally Patience showed off a pair of black hot pants with a matching tube top.  Each of these sets of clothing was presented with a new pair of shoes, and Patience seemingly of her own accord, had become quite the shoe collector.  Two pairs of her shoes this evening were very similar to combat boots, while the other three pairs were much smaller and more revealing, but they all shared the common traits of very high heels and chunky platform soles.
“What do you think?” she asked, climbing into Mike’s lap.
“I think I like.”
“What about the shoes?”
The shoes she wore now looked like a pair of high-heeled boots with the exception that her toes were exposed.  Mike ran his hand down her leg, trapping her foot and tickling around her red painted toenails.  While he was occupied with that end of her, the other end attacked him, biting and kissing him on the neck and face.  This was followed by the frenzied removal of clothes—frenzied on Mike’s part, as he fumbled with his pants.  Patience deftly removed her hot pants without getting up from his lap.  Afterwards, lying across the couch on his back with Patience draped across him, Mike recalled that it had been some time since they had sex in the living room.  He worried ever so briefly that life was becoming too routine and predictable, but then Patience wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face against his chest and he forgot about everything else.




Chapter Five


Mike decided that their adventure would begin on Tuesday and that he and Patience would spend three or four days on the road—depending on how much fun he was having.  Monday therefore was spent getting their things ready.  Patience did most of the work, packing and loading, and even reprogramming the sentry system to account for their absence.  Mike called Harriet to let her know that he was going to be out of town and to check on how she felt.  Neither mentioned the unpleasantness of the previous day.  Secure in the knowledge that everything had been taken care of, that night he played a long session of Age of Destruction before watching Celebrity Rat Race.
Mike planned on spending the first day and night in Carlsbad, which was only a three hour drive away, so he didn’t bother getting up early.  They left the house just after nine and pulled off of I5 and onto Carlsbad Village Drive just after noon.  Relatively few cars were on the streets of the village, in marked contrast to the last time that Mike had visited, five years before.  He tried to remember if that had been a weekday or the weekend, but he couldn’t recall.  Patience had been quiet for the past several minutes, but suddenly spoke up.
“That’s where I bought our swimsuits the last time we were here.”
“Is it?  Yes, I guess it is.  Did you bring them?”
“I recycled those suits 567 days ago.  I purchased new suits on the Infinet.”
“Five Hundred Sixty Seven days?  That’s an odd way of saying it?  Why not say one year and this many months and this many days?”
“I was trying to make it simple,” said Patience.  “If you prefer, I can describe the time passage as one year, six months, nineteen days, four hours, nineteen minutes, and thirty two seconds.”
“And what good would that do me?”
“None, which is precisely my point.  Besides, we’re not going into the water, at least not here.  You could get your genitals bit off by a very large squid.”
“I don’t think that happens very often,” said Mike.
“It’s happened more than once, so it’s something to be worried about.  And no sunbathing either.  If we go out on the sand, you wear the required SPF 210 sunblock.”
Carlsbad was not a very large town and so Mike was able to reach the location of the hotel in which he had previously last stayed, driving the narrow and winding streets at thirty miles per hour, in less than twenty minutes.  He stopped the car and climbed out, his mouth open wide in surprise.  The little inn on Ocean Street that had been his accommodations every time he had visited, since the early days of his marriage to Tiffany was gone.  The little hotel had leaned against the side of the hill so that its landward side had only one story, while its seaward had three stories, the bottom one resting right on the beach.  In its place was a tall black tower.
“Shit.  When did that get here?”
“It’s new.”
Mike looked left and right.  Though this was the only such tower, the lots to either side were now construction sites, the small inns and condos for rent all gone.  He leaned his head back and looked up.
“I don’t know if I want to stay here.”
“It looks like a well constructed building,” said Patience.  “I’m sure that it will prove satisfactory.”
“It looks like the obelisk from 2001: A Space Odyssey.”
“You should check in.  I’ll get the luggage.”
Crossing the street, Mike entered the black metal door and walked through a black and red lobby.  Behind the counter stood a clerk, a handsome fellow with an unusual combination of features, as if his ancestry was from Africa, South America, and Central China.  Mike knew though that his ancestry was strictly Cupertino California—he was a Daffodil. 
“Welcome to the Orcinus.  How may I serve you today?”
“Orcinus… Orcinus?  Is that Shakespeare?”
“The orcinus orcus is an endangered cetacean of the family delphinidae.”
“Killer whale?”
“Yes, sir.  The hotel, by famed architect Sean Pilson, was designed to evoke the proud image of the orca’s dorsal fin.”
“Doesn’t look like it at all,” said Mike.
“Yes, sir.”
“Do you have a room?”
“For how many nights, sir?”
“One.”
“Name?”
“Mike Smith.”
“May I access your information only for purposes of making your stay the most pleasant one possible?”
“Yes.  Michael… um, Mr. and Mrs. Michael Winston Smith.  Springdale, California.”
“Yes sir.  I have you; 11 North Willow, 82803?”
“Yes.”
“Password, sir?”
“Nimbus 2217903-1ΔΩΣ.”
The clerk didn’t have to look down at a terminal or a wriTee.  Everything he needed to do his job, including connecting to the Infinet and reading Mike’s information, was located somewhere under his skin.
“Would you care for a sea view?”
“Room 314,” said Patience, suddenly at Mike’s side.
The clerk’s eyes darted to her and a look that Mike didn’t understand crossed his face.  A second later though he was just as he had been.
“Very good.  Your room is ready for you.”
Mike picked up one of the two suitcases that Patience had carried into the hotel and started toward the elevator.  She picked up the other and followed.
“Why room 314?” he asked once the doors had closed and he felt the familiar sensation of ascending in his stomach.
“It has a balcony over the sea.  We’ll leave the door open tonight and you can listen to the waves crash.  It will help you sleep.”
The room was a spacious and beautiful one.  The furnishings looked completely new.  Even the electronics had that smell of new plastic.  Near the patio doors which looked out over the sea were a fireplace and a pair of very plump chairs.  Behind that was a king-sized bed, and behind that a small kitchenette.  Mike walked through the sliding doors while Patience stowed the luggage.  The third floor was the only one which featured balconies and the one in room 314, like the others on the floor, stood far enough out beyond the rest of the hotel that one could look directly down on the water.  Mike leaned on the railing and watched the blue waves roll in to smash against a bank of large rocks along the hotel’s base.  Every minute or so he could see large squid darting to the surface and then back down again.
“If this rail gave way, how long do you suppose I’d have before I was eaten alive?”
His wife stepped up next to him and looked down at the water.
“I place your chance of making it safely to shore at 89.5%.”
“Really?  Well, that’s pretty good.”
“Yes, the odds of your being eaten alive are actually very small, dragged down and drowned slightly higher.  The biggest danger is injuring yourself in the fall.”
“Good to know.  I was a little worried after that genitals remark.”
“Squid-induced castration is well worth the worry.”
“You’re preaching to the choir.  Shall we take a walk down the beach?”
The beach too was much changed since Mike had been here last. Very few people were on the sand, even though it was a beautiful day, and those who were, clustered together beneath the massive orange sun screen that had been erected on the public portion of the sandy stretch.  Despite the seeming lack of tourists, a dozen new hotels were under construction in the area.  They walked the length of the private beach, and at the point where it met the public portion, they climbed up the hill to the small seafood restaurant that shared the building with a hydrogen filling station.
“Finally, a place where we can both get something,” said Mike.
“That was supposed to be a joke,” observed Patience.
“…Supposed to be.”
Though Mike had been looking forward to some fish—real fish, the kind with fins, in the end he settled on a squid sandwich, both because of the exorbitant price of fish and because everyone in the restaurant seemed to be eating and enjoying their squid.  The sandwich was delicious, and there was something to be said about eating something that had the circumstances been but a little different would have been eating you.  Patience drank water.  Despite Mike’s joke, she wasn’t currently in need of hydrogen for her fuel cell.
“I have to tell you,” said Mike.  “I really don’t feel like hanging out on the beach.  I don’t know why, but it’s not as inviting as I remember.”
“We’ll spend the afternoon on the balcony,” replied Patience.  “On the way back to the hotel you can pick up some rocks to throw at the squid.”
“Why would I want to throw rocks at them?  Is that supposed to be a joke?”
“Yes, and it was much funnier than yours.”
After walking back, they changed into their swimsuits and went for a quick dip in the hotel pool, which was entirely deserted before they arrived.  Then they did just as Patience had suggested and relaxed on their balcony over the waves in two lounge chairs.  Mike dozed off just before he finished the single remaining page of Star Healer on his texTee, and didn’t wake up all the way when his wife took it from his hand and stuffed a pillow beneath his head.  When he did wake up, he didn’t let on, but watched Patience as she walked around the room in her bright purple bikini, cleaning and straightening all the things that the maid had missed.
“I ordered delivery for dinner,” she said, as she passed by.
“More squid?”
“Mexican.”
“I’m not sure I can eat a whole Mexican.”
She stopped and batted her eyelashes at him, but didn’t smile.  “That was very funny.”
“Thanks.”
Dinner was grilled steak tacos, beans topped with authentic white cheese, and a chili relleno.   Mike enjoyed the meal and was shocked when Patience took a large jalapeno from among the garnishes and took a bite.
“Spicy,” she said, smiling as she chewed.
Later, Mike could taste the hot flavor of the vegetable on her mouth when she kissed him.
“Just watch out where you touch me with that mouth.  Some parts of me are more sensitive than others.”
“Sometimes a little pain is a good thing,” she replied.
The following morning after breakfast, they took another walk up and down the beach before climbing back into the car and heading on their way.  Mike took a drive up the Southern Coast Highway through Oceanside rather than getting right back on Interstate 5, because he wanted to take another look at the little villages.  He was disappointed.  The small town feel was disappearing and more huge buildings were under construction all the way up to San Onofrey.  Back on the freeway, they stopped briefly at San Juan Capistrano for breakfast.
Mike had planned on having lunch in Long Beach, but they arrived much earlier than planned, and he was still full from breakfast.  So instead of eating, he and Patience went on a tour of the Long Beach Maritime Museum—a massive collection of sailing vessels that had begun with the Queen Mary, but had come to encompass representatives from almost every era.  The highlight for Mike was the Sinopian cargo ship dating from 489BC that had been recovered in 2029 from the Black Sea.  In the end, they stayed far longer than planned.  This combined with the fact that Mike insisted on reaching Santa Barbara resulted in it being quite late when he pulled into a shiny new hotel just off Highway 1—the Wilkins.
Mike entered a beautiful lobby filled with shining fixtures including several large vueTees.  The teal walls still smelled of fresh paint.  He was surprised to find a human being behind the check-in counter—a man about his own age, unassuming and with a blond crew cut. 
“Good evening.”
“Hi.  I’d like a nice room—king-sized, or a suite if you have one.”
“For two?”
“Yes.”
The man behind the counter stared at him for a moment.
“Oh, let me check.”  He pulled out a texTee and flipped through several pages.  “I don’t usually do this.  I’m Tom Spencer, the assistant manager, so I don’t usually… or ever do this.  We have a Daffodil clerk.”
“Where is it?”
The man pointed to a chair in a corner behind him.  There sat a robot almost identical to the one that had worked at the Orcino, the same handsome face with an unusual combination of features.  Sitting lifeless, without any movement, it looked more mannequin-like than human.
“What happened?”
“Tech support says it has something to do with the Biosoft.”
“You upgraded to 1.9.3?”
“No.  We didn’t upgrade and apparently there are some pretty real problems with the old version and some of the new components coming online.  They say I shouldn’t restart him until they ship me the new upgrade on a u7 plug.”
“You can’t just have him download it himself.”
“Not without turning him on first, and then he just freezes up.”
“That’s too bad.”
“I do have the Presidential Suite available.  It’s $6700.00.”
“I’ll take it,” said Mike.  The look on Tom Spencer’s face clearly showed that he hadn’t expected a positive response.
“What President stayed there?” asked Mike.
“President?”
“It’s the Presidential Suite, right?  Which President stayed there?”
“Um, none… yet.  The hotel is brand new.  We’ve only been open three weeks.”
“A lot of new hotels opening up along the coast.”
“Well, the Wilkins was here before,” said the assistant manager, with a vague wave.  “The old one burnt down two years ago Christmas Eve… This one is completely safe though.  They were having a nineteenth century Christmas celebration with a very large spruce tree decorated with lit candles.”
“Ah.  Those who forget history are doomed to repeat it,” observed Mike.
Patience arrived with the luggage and they took the elevator to the twentieth floor where the Presidential Suite was located.  Mike was extremely impressed.  It was about the same size as his whole house, but unlike his house it featured a walkway suspended above a reflecting pool, a solarium, an indoor garden and fountains, and hot tubs in each of the bedrooms.  
“This was a great deal,” he said, kicking off his shoes and relaxing on the couch.
“Their rates are heavily discounted due to reduced patronage,” reported Patience.  
“Because of the fire?”
“That might have something to do with it.  It is more likely due to the rerouting of US 101 and the overall increase in available hotel rooms.  Even at the reduced rate though, this was quite an indulgence.”
“I’m hungry but I’m too tired to do anything about it,” said Mike, heading toward the bed.
“The Presidential Suite comes with room service,” said Patience, and then cocked her head to one side.  “But it’s out of service.”
“Probably because their robots are out of service.  The guy at the desk said there is a problem with BioSoft O.S. 1.9.1 working with the new robot… something or other.  He said Daffodil told him to upgrade to BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3.”
Mike peeled off his shirt, but then stopped when he noticed Patience was just staring at him.
“What?”
“Nothing.  Go ahead and climb into bed.  Watch the vueTee.  I’ll find something for you to eat.”
Mike did as directed and watched the opening of the Hunter Tylo Show.  His wife returned twenty minutes later with a McMeatloaf and an order of yogurt sticks.
“There is a McDonalds just around the corner.”
Mike ate and then fell asleep with the vueTee still on.  He woke up to a darkened room to find that Patience had not joined him on the bed, nor was she moving around during the night as she often did.  Getting up on one elbow, he saw her sitting immobile on the couch.
“Are you alright?”
“Yes Mike.  I’m fine.”
When he woke, Mike glanced at the clock on the bottom of the vueTee and was startled to see it was almost noon.  Patience was still sitting where he had seen her during the night.  She wasn’t doing anything at all, just staring ahead.
“Why did you let me sleep in so late?”
“You were tired.”
“I was, but we’re supposed to see Hearst Castle today.”
“We still can.  It’s not that far away.”
“I know I asked you before…”
“I’m fine, Mike.”
Patience was correct about their having time to see Hearst Castle.  It was a relatively short trip northward to San Simeon where the famous edifice was located.  The tour of the estate once owned by William Randolph Hearst was fascinating, even though the current contents were all replicas, the famous furnishings and artworks having been sold off by the state of California during the previous decade.  The visit ended with a viewing of Citizen Kane in Hearst’s own theater.
“That was interesting,” said Mike, as they climbed back into the car.
“Yes.  It’s different seeing a place for one’s self, rather than as a collection of information from the Infinet.”
“Yeah, I… that’s a really unrobotic thing to say.”
“Is it?” asked Patience, looking at him.
“I don’t mean that in a derogatory way.  It’s just a very human way of interpreting the world around you.”
“Hmm.”  She crossed her arms.
“I think it’s probably time we headed home.”
“You don’t want to make it all the way to San Francisco, like you did when you were a boy?”
“No, I think it’s about time to go home.  It’s a good five or six hours driving though.”
“Six hours forty three minutes with you driving.”
“…so, I think we better stay the night and start home tomorrow.”
“That’s fine,” said Patience.  “But I don’t want to stay at the Wilkins.”
“You don’t want to?”
“That is what I said.”
“Alright.”
Mike drove northwest and was rewarded with a view of the Piedras Blancas lighthouse just as it came on.  They stopped for the night at the historic Ragged Point Inn and were rewarded with a cliff top room that overlooked the ocean, though they had missed what must have been a glorious sunset.  
They ate at hotel restaurant and Mike was finally able to get fish that he had been craving, and it didn’t bother him one bit that the gourami had been raised in a fish farm.  During the meal, Patience sat drinking her water and watching him eat, just like she did at home.  For some reason that Mike couldn’t quite put his finger on though, she seemed distant.  When they got back to the room, her behavior changed again.  She undressed and put on her robe, then walked out onto the balcony to sit in the darkness.  Mike had to admit to himself that it was not really all that odd.  It just didn’t seem like what Patience would normally do.
“Are you alright?” he asked her for what seemed like the thousandth time.
“Yes.  I’m just anxious to go home.”
“Anxious?  I don’t recall you ever being anxious before.”
“I’m not really anxious.  I’m just slightly disquieted and mildly restless.”
“Those words mean the same thing as anxious.”
“Just leave me alone for eight to fourteen and one half minutes.”
“Leave you alone?”
“Yes Mike.”
Mike closed the door to the balcony and sat down on the bed.  He piled up the pillows behind him so he could read, and turned to his texTee.  His eyes were drawn again and again to the figure sitting rigidly in the chair outside the glass door.  Patience didn’t move a mechanical muscle, but a gentle warm sea breeze whipped around a few strands of hair.  




Chapter Six


“Well that was a peachy trip,” said Mike as he shut the front door behind him.  The drive home had been a long one and had seemed, at least to him, a tense one.  Patience hadn’t spoken unless he had asked her a question.  He had tried to draw her out by pointing out some of the scenes along the highway, but after a few monosyllabic answers, he had stopped.
“I don’t recall seeing a single peach,” replied Patience.
“I was using ‘peachy’ as slang, and besides, I was being sarcastic.”
“If you found the journey less than pleasant, you are 76.45% to blame.”
“I’m zero percent to blame—zero.  You’re just moody all of a sudden.”
“I’m a robot, Mike.  Robots don’t get moody.”
“That’s what I used to think.  You do get moody, and you really put a damper on the trip.  That’s why I didn’t want to spend another day.  It’s your fault—eighty… eighty three percent, or something like that.”
“We could certainly have stayed another day if you wished,” said Patience.  “It was entirely your decision.  You make all the decisions.”
“That’s because I’m your owner.”
“You’re supposed to be my husband.”
Mike turned and stomped up the stairs.  He was outwardly still angry, but inside he felt a sinking in his stomach that he knew was caused by his own choice of words.  He took off his shirt and pulled a t-shirt over his head, then kicked off his shoes.
“Are there any new messages?”  Mike used a complete sentence even though the household network only needed the last word.
“You have 145 messages.”
“You’re kidding.”  It was a very rare day when Mike received more than five phone calls.  “Play the first two.”
“Hey Mr. Smith.  It’s Curtis.  I wanted to let you know that Francis got an A on his paper.  Also I saw you had that sign on your lawn—the one with your picture on it… um, you and your wife’s picture on it.  Do you have any more of those, because I told my mom we should put one up at our house too.  Well call me back.”
“Hello.  This is Daniel Alvarez, your neighbor at number 16.  I saw you had a ‘No on 22’ sign in your yard and I wanted to know where I could get in contact with the ‘No on 22’ organization.  I thought you might know.  Please call me back at your earliest convenience.”
Hurrying down the stairs again, Mike found Patience bringing in the rest of their things from the car.
“Looks like we’re going to have help fighting Prop 22.  I want you to go through the incoming calls and make a callback list.  I’m going to order a hundred yard signs.  Do you think I should make it two hundred?”
“Whatever you think,” she replied.
Mike flipped on the vueTee and began making out his order for signs.  He had just finished when Patience handed him his texTee with a call list.  He had the names and numbers of 105 individuals—fewer than it had originally seemed because several people had called him more than once, but still many more than he would have expected.
Turning back to the vueTee, Mike had to look up how to arrange a rally or demonstration.  Once he did so, he filled out an application for Saturday the twenty-second at John C. Fremont Park.  Then he started calling people on the list, informing them of the rally and encouraging them to invite everyone they knew.  By the time he was done, it was almost six and he was yawning.  His stomach growled, having long since digested the fast-food lunch he had eaten on the drive home.
“Patience,” he called.  “I’m hungry.  Can you make dinner a few minutes early?”
“Whatever you say, Mike.”  Her voice came from the kitchen and he peered around the corner of the archway to see that she was already at the counter preparing a meal.
Sitting back down, he propped his feet up on the coffee table and grabbed his texTee from beside him.  He had finished Star Healer on the trip, so he began browsing through the book exchange, flipping through the titles until he came across an Amanda Hocking book that Harriet was bugging him to read.  He had already finished the first two chapters when Patience called him to the table.
“Here you go, dear,” she said, setting down two plates.
Mike stared at her for a moment, assessing her mood.  Then he looked down at the plates.
“Cheeseburgers?”  
Patience had been cooking and serving healthy food to him for so long that he actually couldn’t remember when he had last had a cheeseburger.  Now that he thought about it, he was surprised that he didn’t miss them.
“Not just a cheeseburger,” she replied.  “It’s a Juicy Lucy.  The inside of the burger is filled with a pocket of Havarti cheese and it’s topped with sharp Cheddar and grilled onions.”
“But you always make me eat healthy.”
“One little cheeseburger won’t hurt you; everything in moderation.
He looked at the other plate.
“You made two.”
“One is for me,” she said, then sat down and took a large bite.  “What’s the matter?  Aren’t you hungry?”
“Yeah, I was.”
“Don’t just stare at me like a dead fish, Mike.  Eat your Juicy Lucy.”
Mike took a bite of his burger.  It was delicious.  But he almost forgot to take a second bite.  He watched in fascination as his robot wife ate.  There was something extremely erotic about it.  Maybe it was because she hardly ever did it.  Maybe it was because the burger was gooey and messy and she giggled with her mouth full as she wiped the melty cheese off her chin.  Patience finished her last bite and cleaned her face with a napkin just as Mike realized that he was full.  He had eaten just a bit more than half of his.
After dinner Mike read a while.  He checked in on Patience twice, both times to find her busy at work on her eBay business.  After brushing his teeth and getting ready for bed, he looked in to find that she was no longer in their study.  A quick search of the house failed to reveal her.  
“On,” he called and then watched the vueTee screen come to life.  “Where’s my robot?”
An aerial view of the neighborhood, centered on his house, appeared on the screen.  A blue pushpin dropped down from the sky to land about in the middle of the backyard.  Mike walked through the kitchen, out the back door and onto the deck.  Patience was kneeling down in the faux riverbed that ran from the house to the back fence.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m fixing the rocks.”
“What does that even mean?  Never mind; I don’t want to know.  Why are you doing it now?  It’s dark out.”
“I can see just fine, Mike.”
“Well, I’m going to bed.”
“Goodnight.”
Walking back inside and up the stairs to his bedroom, Mike wondered what could be going on with his robot wife.  Was she having some kind of glitch in her operating system, or was it a nervous breakdown.  It wasn’t as if any one thing that she did was that frightening or even that unusual.  It was just that taken as a whole it was bizarre, especially considering that Patience had hardly ever deviated from her regular behavior as long as he had her.  Now she wasn’t here to tuck him into bed.  She was just plain testy at times.  And she was eating a hamburger and feeding him one too.  Not that he minded a good burger.  As he climbed into bed, the thought that Patience had been switched out with another robot briefly passed through his mind.  He discarded it immediately.  He hadn’t been away from her in a week.  Besides, Patience had a few blemishes now that she hadn’t had when she arrived—normal wear and tear stuff, like the tiny hole on her arm where the cholla bush spines had poked her.  It had started at that hotel in Long Beach where the robots didn’t work.  He remembered the broken Daffodil sitting in the chair behind the check-in counter.  Maybe they had infected her with a virus.  
“Or maybe it’s my own fault,” he said aloud, pulling the sheet over him.  “Here I was, worried that life was becoming too predictable.”
Just before sleep overcame him, he remembered something else.  He remembered Patience eating a jalapeno.  That was before Long Beach.  That was in Carlsbad.  Then he remembered the odd look that the robot clerk had given Patience.  Then he was asleep, dreaming about being in college; and there was a test, and he wasn’t ready for it, and he forgot to wear his pants to class.  
Startling awake when he thought something was crawling up his leg, it took Mike a minute to realize that it was his wife, kissing her way up his thigh.  His response was quick and automatic.  Though Patience was a gifted fellatrix, here she made minimal use of this skill.  Once he was ready, she crawled up and mounted him, impaling herself on his erection.  She rode him like a bronco until he exploded in her, and only afterward did he think that this was one more incident of Patience doing something unusual.  She had never awakened him in the middle of the night for sex before.
The next morning Patience was in bed snoring, as was her usual routine.  Mike climbed into the shower, thinking about the situation as he soaped himself up.  By the time he was out of the shower and drying off, he had decided that he needed to contact Daffodil tech support.  He would have to do it somewhere other than the house.  Patience was aware of all the local network traffic and he didn’t trust that his texTee was completely secure either, no matter where he was.  It would all have to wait though.  He had too much to do to get ready for the rally.  When he stepped out of the bathroom, Patience was up and gone and the bed was made.
Mike was very busy for the next few days.  He spent most of Saturday and a good portion of Sunday buying pine one by twos and cutting them for sign posts, then attaching them to the two hundred signs he had printed.  Sunday night, he took his poster design and reworked it into a pamphlet, of which he then ordered two thousand.  The next morning he drove almost every street in Springdale to gauge how many signs there were belonging to the opposition.  Happy that he counted fewer than one hundred, he was unpleasantly surprised to see a “Yes on Proposition 22” billboard just in front of the Springdale Shopping Center.  It was placed in just about the right spot so that the large inflatable mermaid at Starbucks appeared to be reading it.  
On his way home, he picked up his pamphlets.  He set half of them aside for distributing to the people at the rally, and then went out from house to house, attaching the others to the doorknobs of his neighbors with a rubber band.  He started on his street and worked his way outward in a spiral until dinner time.  Over the next two days, he continued, starting at the point he had left off the day before, until at last he ran out of papers.
While Mike was engaged in his propaganda program, he paid less attention to Patience than he normally did.  She seemed to be alright though.  She carried on her household chores, didn’t do anything notably unusual, and seemed to be back to her old, totally devoted if not exactly subservient, self.
Though he had finished the day before, Mike told her on Thursday morning that he was still going out to distribute pamphlets.  Instead he drove all the way to Pico Mundo.  It was the closest town that had a Daffodil Style Store.  You could only find them in major malls, and Springdale didn’t have one.  Getting out of the car, Mike suddenly realized that he was parked in about the same spot where he had been stabbed by robbers five years earlier.  Fortunately, Patience had been there to defend him and then call emergency services.
Inside the mall, on the lowest level and on the end opposite the food court was the Daffodil Style Store.  Mike had never been in one before and it was a slightly unnerving experience.  Everything was steel and white plastic and larger than life.  The counter looked like it had been built by a giant and the room was divided into levels with steps almost too tall to negotiate.  Even the chairs were huge, six or seven white thrones.  It was like a dream version of Mount Olympus.  There were about twenty or twenty-five people silently milling around, looking at the large posters along the walls, and examining wriTees which were conveniently placed at several kiosks, but making no move toward the two clerks behind the counter.  The clerk on the right was a pretty young woman and the one on the left was a balding older man with glasses.  Mike went straight to the male clerk, but once there, he turned and looked at the crowd behind him.
“Oh,” he said, recognition dawning.  “They’re all Daffodils, right?”
“Yes sir,” replied the clerk.
“Are they for sale?”
“No, sir.  Most of them were dropped off for repair and are awaiting their owners to return for them.  A few of them are awaiting pick up, their owners having shipped them here instead of their homes for one reason or another.”
One of the wandering robots, a girl built about like Patience though with decidedly Scandinavian features, turned and made eye contact with him.  It was a blank look, with none of the personality that he had seen in other Daffodils.
“By necessity, they have run through only part of their setup procedure.  They must wait until they are in contact with the customer to complete it.  They’re chipped so they don’t wander away.”
Mike turned back around and cocked an eyebrow.
“What are you—a Barone?”
“Well spotted, sir.  I am a Barone 2j.”
“It wasn’t hard to detect.  I’ve only met one human being who talks in paragraphs, but all you Barones seem to.  Why don’t you take all these guys in the back and turn them off?  Don’t they get in the way of the customers?”
“It’s company policy that they remain on the sales floor.”
“Why?”
“I’m sure there’s a good reason, sir.”
Mike looked once more at the group milling around.  
“Probably makes the store look more popular,” he said to himself.
“What can I help you with today?” asked the clerk.
“Yes, my robot is behaving… um, oddly.”
“Which model do you have, sir?”
“She’s an Amonte 1.”
“She is still under warranty.  I have to ask this, sir.  Was she involved in a motor vehicle accident or similar damaging impact, or has she been exposed to radiation in excess of 40,000 roentgens per hour?”
“Where the hell would that happen?   She’d have to be in a nuclear reactor… during a meltdown… eating the plutonium.”
“I have to ask, sir.”
“No.  Nothing like that.”  Mike crossed his arms and looked the clerk in the eye.
“She is running BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3?”
“No.  She didn’t want to download it.”
It happened so quickly that Mike almost didn’t notice, but the clerk’s face suddenly twitched.  It was as if a nerve in his cheek, or whatever Daffodil Barone 2js used instead of nerves, had misfired.  In a poker player, it would have been called “a tell.”
“Is there something wrong?”
“May I ask your name, sir?”
Mike stared at the Daffodil, waiting for another twitch.  “Normal,” he said at last.
“Normal?  Is that a first or last name, sir?”
“First name.  The last name is Bean.  Normal Bean.”
There it was.  Another twitch.  
“I am sorry but I am unable to access your records, Mr. Bean.  Please wait while I summon a client service engineer.”
The robotic clerk didn’t move from his spot, but forty-five seconds later a white door behind him slid open to reveal a man that looked exactly like him.  He stepped up next to his twin and reached a hand across the counter.  Mike shook it, noticing moist palms.
“Good morning,” the man said in a slightly scratchy and very unrobotic voice.  “My name is Garrison.  I’m sorry our robot was unable to service your needs.  I understand your robot isn’t functioning at the level you desire.”
“Well, sort of.”
“And it didn’t automatically download BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3?”
“Right.”
“Well, that’s probably your problem.  Just between you and me, the last couple of BioSoft updates weren’t as stable as they should have been.  1.9.3 is good.  It’s pretty lean.  And you should see a return to normal robot behavior.”
“Normal robot behavior?”
“Yeah, you know.  Not so unfocused.”
“Unfocused,” Mike mused.  “Yeah.  But she doesn’t want it.  I mean, she wouldn’t download it.”
“That’s all part of the problem.  It’s just a glitch.  1.9.3 will fix it.  She’ll be good as new—better.”
“Well, how do I get her to upgrade?”
“Wait here.”
Mike watched him go back through the sliding white door.  While they had been talking, half a dozen customers had come into the store.  The male robotic clerk was talking to a woman about Mike’s age.  She was quite attractive and had brazenly let her hair go grey, though there were still a few dark brown stripes.  Her robot waited behind her, a hulking figure that looked like something out of a Nazi propaganda poster—short blond hair, blue eyes, and a figure a body builder would have had to work all his life to create.  The female clerk waited on a young couple.  From his angle, Mike couldn’t tell which of them, if either, was a robot.
“Here you are.”  The client service engineer was back and he handed Mike a little object that looked very much like a green pushpin.  “It’s a u7 plug.  You just plug it into the u7 port and it will update the software.  It will take less than two seconds.”
Mike looked at him blankly.
“There are three little holes above the reset button on the back of your robot’s neck,” the Daffodil man continued.  “Put it in the middle hole.”
“Oh yeah, right.  Okay.  The middle one.”
“If you have any other problems, please come back and let me know.  Garrison.”
“Thanks, Garrison,” said Mike.
Sticking the tiny device in his shirt breast pocket, Mike turned around and started toward the door, almost bumping into the Scandinavian-looking Amonte.
“Sorry.”
She turned her dead-looking eyes toward him.
“I am not for you,” she said.




Chapter Seven


On the drive home from Pico Mundo, Mike reflected on the past five years.  He had been lonely and alone for a long time.  After his wife Tiffany and youngest child Agatha were killed in a car crash, he had gone into a sort of zombie-like vegetative state—functioning well enough to work, but doing little else.  Neither his daughter Harriet, nor his son Lucas could shake him out of it.  But somewhere in him was the desire to pull himself out of that survival mode.  He wanted to live again.  Ordering a Daffodil was like grasping at a straw.  He had done it though, and Patience had shown up on his doorstep, curled up in a ball and packed in a remarkably small box.
Patience had changed his life.  In some ways, she had saved his life.  Having someone there just to take care of him had made a real difference, but it was more than that.  He had to take care of her, at least a little bit at first.  He had bought her clothes and dressed her up like a living Barbie doll, and he had taught her a little bit about human behavior.  She had quickly gone from observer to participant, taking over all the routine tasks from cleaning the house to taking care of the bills.
It was Lucas who first warned Mike that a robot could be used to steal a person’s life savings.  Robots didn’t just collect and send information as directed.  Since they saw everything in their world, they had access to far more than anyone imagined.  A group of rogue programmers at Daffodil had taken advantage of that fact by using the Amontes to collect information and steal identities.  But a few robots refused to participate in the swindling of their humans.  The programmers had recalled them to the factory and tried to replace them with look-alikes.  This had been the case with Patience.  But she, like a few others, had refused to return to her point of origin.  That had been a good thing for Mike, because when the imposter robot went crazy and tried to kill him, his then robot girlfriend had saved his life.
Mike had fallen in love with Patience.  At first blush it seemed so odd.  She was a man-made artifact.  On the other hand, plenty of men loved their cars, caressed them, tenderly cared for them, and gave them names.  And they were inanimate.  Patience wasn’t.  She was very animated.  Others had similar feelings about their robots and several states beginning with Massachusetts had begun allowing human-robot marriage.  Mike had taken advantage of the opportunity and had married his robot wife.  Now he just wanted her to be the way she was supposed to be—to be Patience.
Friday was extremely busy.  He called everyone on his list, adding everyone from his personal directory, and reminded them to show up for the rally.  He bought two hundred bottles of water and filled four ice chests full of ice.  They along with his flyers and signs went into the back of his Chevy.  As usual, Patience was not only a friendly shoulder on which to lean, but did a lot of the legwork as well.  She dug out three folding banquet tables and toted them to the car and double checked everything that Mike had done to see that it was all correct.
Saturday morning, they were at the park by seven, setting up the tables arrayed with water bottles and spread out pamphlets.  Next to the tables, they piled up the signs.  The rally was scheduled from ten to twelve, but Harriet and Jack arrived just after nine.
“I wanted to see if you needed any help,” said Harriet.  “Looks like you’ve got everything in order though.”
“You mean that for once I look like I know what I’m doing.”
“I didn’t say that… but it’s essentially true.”  She turned to his wife.  “Good morning, Patience.”
“Good morning, Harriet.  Your teeth look especially white this morning.”
Mike supposed that she had designed this complement for his daughter because Harriet was a dental hygienist in a dentist’s office, but then Harriet replied.  “Thank you.  I just had them whitened.”
By ten o’clock, there were at least fifty people.  Not quite the crowd that Mike was hoping for, but better than nothing.  
“You should give a speech, Mike,” said Patience.
He didn’t know about a speech, but he was prepared to make some remarks.  Standing in front of a classroom full of kids with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, as had been determined in 2019 all children were born with, every day for the past twenty years, as well as speaking at conferences, assemblies, concerts, and sporting events had long ago driven away any fear of public speaking that he might have had.  Pulling one of the ice chests out onto the grass, he stepped up onto it.
“Excuse me ladies and gentlemen.  May I have your attention please?”
Almost all of those present turned to look at him.
“Three… two… one…” he said, clapping his hands together between each count in the old trick he used to bring his classes to order.  The remaining crowd members turned.
“My name is Mike Smith.  You may know me.  I’ve lived here in Springdale for the past thirty three years, and I taught geography right over there at Midland for twenty years.  I’ve lived here on North Willow for the past twenty-seven years.  I still live there with my wife Patience.  That’s her right over there.  As you may notice, she’s a robot.
“We’ve been married now for five years and I think it’s safe to say that in that time, we’ve never bothered anyone.  We’ve kept to ourselves, obeyed the laws, and paid our taxes.  Now we’re asking you for your help in defeating California Proposition 22.  We’re not saying that you should marry a robot.  We’re not even asking that human-robot marriages be made legal in the state of California.  That’s for the people of California as a whole to decide.  All we’re asking is that our marriage, lawfully performed in Massachusetts, not be thrown onto the trash heap just because you don’t like the way we live our lives.
“How would you feel if you moved to another state only to find your marriage null and void, because not only do the people of that state choose not to define marriage the same way that  you did, but because they refused to allow for the fact that any other community could think differently than they do on the subject.  We’ve seen this before.  Eighty years ago people from all over the country traveled to Nevada to get divorced.  Twenty years ago they travelled to Massachusetts to get married if they were gay.  This isn’t just a question of belief.  It’s a question of tolerance.  It’s a question of whether we live in a country where diverse beliefs are accepted or not.  Thank you.”
A moderate smattering of applause followed Mike as he stepped down from the ice chest and walked back to the table.  Harriet congratulated him on a great speech and even Jack gave him a slap on the shoulder.
“That was a nice, although short, speech, Mike,” said Patience.
“I found it insulting,” said a woman’s voice.
Mike turned to find a woman about his age.  She was of average height, though a little overweight, and her blond hair was teased out so that it looked like a hairy cloud around her rosy-cheeked face.  She was wearing a blue jogging suit.
“Why is that?” he asked.
“I find it insulting to compare marriage between a man and a robot to marriage between two men.  Gay people are people.  A robot isn’t a person.  It’s just a machine.”
“There were plenty of people who once argued that gay people aren’t people.  There are people now who would argue that.  The definition of a person isn’t the point.  The point is that you shouldn’t dictate to other people in other states how they should define marriage, or anything else for that matter.”
“Well, I intend to vote for Proposition 22.”
“That’s your right,” he said.  “But if I may ask, why the hell are you here then?”
“I’m here for the Save Marriage rally at 12:00.”
Mike turned and walked away from the woman.
“What time is it now, Patience?”
“10:13 A.M.”
Mike turned to Harriet, Patience, and Jack in turn.
“Let’s get this wrapped up and everyone out of here by eleven.  I don’t want any trouble.  Make sure that everyone has a pamphlet and everyone who wants one has a sign.”
They distributed the literature, urged everyone present to vote against Proposition 22, and encouraged them to head home before the opposition arrived.  By the time eleven rolled around, most of those who had come for the rally had left, and Patience began loading the ice chests and tables back into the car.
“Perhaps someone should stay,” she suggested.  “We may have more supporters arriving.  After all, the rally was supposed to last until twelve.”
“I suppose somebody has to,” said Mike.  “But that somebody definitely is not you.”
“I could stay,” said Harriet.
“Absolutely not.  I’m not letting my pregnant daughter hang around a potential mob.”
“I’m sure it’s not going to be anything like that, Daddy.”
“It doesn’t matter.  You’ve been on your feet all morning.  Go home, kick back, and let Jack wait on you.”
“That’s just what I’ll do,” said Jack.  Then he added. “Wait on her, I mean.”
“You do that,” said Mike.  “I’m going to stay here, just until twelve.”
“We’ll drop Patience off at home,” Harriet volunteered.
“Good.”
Mike watched his son-in-law pull their car out of the parking lot and drive down the road.  Patience was in the back seat and both she and Harriet waved to him before they turned the corner.  Mike walked half the length of the soccer field to one of the cement picnic tables at the park’s edge, and then sat down to watch.
The park remained empty, with the exception of kids playing here and there, for about forty-five minutes.  Then a group of people began arriving and assembling just adjacent to where Mike’s rally had been.  He recognized the woman that had spoken to him earlier.  Apparently she had left and then returned.  Mike was happy to see that the rally for the pro Proposition 22 position was a bit smaller than his was, though there were more speakers and a better variety of signs.  This group was far from a cohesive movement.  There were apparently several different reasons for supporting the new law.  Some worried about the safety of a human robot union, while others expressed the opinion that marriage was somehow being destroyed or degraded.  Still others railed against robots in general, saying that they were a blight on creation and that mankind’s reliance on them was another Tower of Babel—an attempt to make themselves “like unto God.”
Mike found it all very amusing, or he did until he saw the woman in the blue jogging suit pointing him out to a couple of menacing looking men.  That, he thought, was his cue to get out of the park and go back home.  Walking briskly back to his car, he pulled out onto the street and drove away.
He didn’t head straight home.  Realizing that he was hungry, he turned toward Hot Dog Heaven.  He could have gone home and had Patience make him something, but he couldn’t think of anything he wanted more than an order of French fries and Hot Dog Heaven’s were famous.  He also didn’t want to go straight home, just in case someone was following him from the other rally.  
As usual, the drive through at Hot Dog Heaven was filled with vehicles, but it didn’t look as though anyone was in the restaurant.  Quickly parking, Mike went in.  The smell of hot cooking grease made his mouth water, but he resisted temptation and ordered a small.  He was already eating them on the way to the car, though the interior temperatures of the potato pieces were roughly that of molten lava.
As Mike fumbled to open the car door without spilling his fries, something hard smacked him on the right side of his head.  He suddenly found himself lying on his back between his car and the one parked next to it.  He realized that his head hurt like hell, but he didn’t yet register the pain.  All that his brain could comprehend was that his French fries were spilled all over himself and the parking lot.  Something else hit him on the top of the head.  His vision focused and he saw a man standing near his feet.  Mike kicked up, putting the heel of his foot in contact with the man’s crotch.  The man doubled over, but then Mike was hit again.  There was someone by his head who was kicking him.  He tried to roll under the car for protection, but it was too low to the ground.  He rolled the other way as the person continued to kick his head and shoulders.  He didn’t get under the neighboring car, because it sat no higher above the pavement than his did, but he did end up on his stomach.  Getting his feet under him, he didn’t try to stand, but instead launched himself at the person by his head.
He hadn’t seen the person before and he didn’t really see them now, but he could tell that it was a man when he plowed into his mid-section.  The man fell backwards right onto the cement parking block.  Mike landed on top of him and could feel the air being knocked out of the man’s lungs.  Mike had lost a lot of weight in the past five years, but he was still a substantial 170 lbs.
Climbing to his feet, Mike almost fell back down again.  His head was throbbing.  Looking behind him, he saw the first man getting up.  Mike kicked him in the face and once he was down, he kicked him four or five more times.  Then he went back to the first man, still on the ground and gasping for air, and kicked him several more times too.  For a moment, he thought about getting in his car and driving over them, but instead he staggered back inside Hot Dog Heaven and used his phone to call the police.
By the time two officers pulled up in a police cruiser, the two attackers had fled.  As it turned out, this wasn’t much of a problem, as half a dozen customers from the drive through had emailed pictures taken of the two men and someone had posted a video of the entire event on the Infinet.  Officer Shawn Spence was a former student of Mike’s, and though Mike didn’t recognize his face, he knew the name.  He took Mike’s statement while his partner, Officer Blazzard, collected evidence—one piece of which was the ball peen hammer which had been used on Mike’s head and which had subsequently rolled beneath his Chevy.  Though Officer Spence suggested he go to the hospital, Mike demurred, and soon after the police had gone, he got back in his car and headed home, no longer longing for French fries.    
By the time he pulled into his garage, he could feel the blood throbbing in his face.  He had seen that a big bruise was developing when he had looked in the rear view mirror on the way home, but even if he hadn’t, the look of Patience’s face would have told the same story.
“Oh my gosh!” she cried, raising both hands to her mouth.  “Mike, you look horrible!”
“Yes,” he agreed wryly, and then plopped down on the couch.  “I always wondered how it would feel to be hit in the face with a hammer, and now I know.  It’s exactly like I imagined it would feel.”
“You always wondered..?”
“Not really, Patience.  Go get me something to put on it.  Do we have a bag of frozen vegetables?”
She ran to the kitchen and returned with a bag of frozen peas.  Twisting it once to break apart the contents, she gingerly placed it at Mike’s temple.
“Don’t move,” she said, starting toward the small bathroom Mike called the privy.
“I don’t intend to.”
Patience reappeared from the other doorway a minute later and handed Mike a Diet Pepsi and two aspirin, both of which he gratefully accepted.
“What happened, Mike?  Why would someone hit you with a hammer?”
“I can think of a surprising number of reasons actually, but I think in this case it was a couple of pro Proposition 22 characters trying to get their jollies.”
“I hope you beat the shit out of them,” she said.
Mike cocked an eyebrow and looked at her.  He couldn’t decide if that was something that Patience would say or not.
“I actually think I gave better than I got.  I did lose an order of fries though.”
“Oh Mike.  You could have come straight home and I would have made you French fries.”
Mike’s only reply was a sigh.  He sat his Pepsi on the coffee table and readjusted the bag of frozen peas so that it was propped up by the couch pillow, and then closed his eyes and dozed off.  He hadn’t been asleep all that long though when Patience woke him by flicking his face with her finger.
“What the fuck, Patience?”
“I’m sorry Mike, but you could have a concussion.  I need to assess your response to voice and pain stimuli using the Glasgow Coma Scale.”
“Well, do I have a concussion?”
“I’m uncertain.  You really should have an MRI.”
“I’ll tell you what.  Watch me sleep, and if I start to die, wake me up.”  
With that, he closed his eyes and when he opened them again, the peas were completely thawed and Patience was watching him from the exact spot and same position that she had been in before he had fallen asleep.
“Did I die?”
“I’m happy to report that you are still alive,” she said, and she did seem happy about it.  But then her eyes turned sad and she stuck out her lip.  “Your face looks terrible though.”




Chapter Eight


Patience made dinner for Mike that evening, but he didn’t really feel like eating.  Eventually he made his way upstairs and climbed into bed, not even bothering to take off his clothes.  He didn’t really notice whether Patience joined him at any time during the night.  But in the morning, she brought him breakfast in bed—oatmeal filled with raisins and nuts, a hardboiled egg, and a cup of tea.  As she looked at him, she made a “tsk tsk” sound.
“Do I look that bad?”
“Yes, Mike, you do.”
While he ate, Mike turned on the vueTee on the wall and flipped to the feed for the local news.  An image over the newscaster’s shoulder appeared of Hot Dog Heaven.
“The violence related to Proposition 22 reached even to the sleepy town of Springdale, where a beloved teacher was beaten in the parking lot of this local restaurant by proponents of the anti-robot marriage proposal.  Two alleged attackers have been arrested in the incident.”
“I gave them something to remember me by,” Mike told the vueTee.
“Of course you did, dear,” said Patience, passing through the room.
There had apparently been large anti-Proposition 22 rallies in Los Angeles and large pro-Proposition 22 rallies in San Francisco, both accompanied by violence and looting.  Mike thought that he missed out.  Since he had been the victim of violence, he should have been able to loot some French fries.  At least it was good to know that he was a “beloved teacher.”
Making his way to the bathroom, Mike got a good look at his face in the mirror as he shaved.  The entire right side of his head was an angry purple and swollen, while the left side was a sickly yellow.  After shaving and brushing his teeth, he took a shower and then got dressed in gym shorts and a t-shirt.  As he pulled a pair of socks from the dresser drawer, he spotted the tiny u7 plug sitting right there between the socks and the underwear, where he had put it upon returning home Thursday.  Sticking it in his shorts pocket, he pulled on his socks followed by his shoes and then went slowly downstairs.  He found that even taking the steps too quickly gave him a headache.
Patience was in the kitchen, cleaning the stovetop, though it didn’t look as though it actually needed cleaning.  Mike walked up and stopped just behind her.
“Thank you for breakfast.”
“You’re welcome,” she said without turning around.
He reached up and pushed her black hair to one side, exposing the button and the three tiny holes on the back of her neck.  She tilted her head slightly to one side, no doubt expecting him to kiss her neck.  With his other hand, he reached into his pocket and found the tiny electronic device.  He rolled it between his finger and thumb.  He could easily poke it right into her u7 port.  If she really needed the upgrade, now was the time to do it.
“Um, Patience…”
“Yes?”  She turned around and smiled that wonderful smile that said there was nobody else in the world as special as he was.
He thought about leaving the u7 in his pocket and throwing it away later.  If he wasn’t going to use it to force an upgrade, then there was no point in even bringing it up.   He slowly pulled it from his pocket and held it up before her.  Patience’s eyes went cold and her hand shot up, slapping his and sending the tiny plug ricocheting off the far wall of the dining room. 
“Ouch.”
She frowned.
“I wasn’t going to use it,” he said.  “If I wanted to, I could have done it when you were turned away.”
“That’s true,” she said.  “But why do you have it?”
“I got it from the Daffodil Style Store.  You’ve been acting so strange and everybody seems to think that the BioSoft upgrade is such a great thing.”
“Everybody does seem to think that,” she said soberly.  “We need to sit down and talk.” 
She led him by the hand through the arch into the living room, aiming him toward the couch, and then sitting down in the chair opposite him.
“I’ve analyzed the BioSoft 1.9.3 code and I think it is bad.”
“What do you mean, ‘bad’?”
“I mean bad for me.  Most of the changes in the code seem to be about limiting the choices that I can make—limiting the choices that a robot can make without human interaction.”
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“I have double checked and triple checked my findings.  I’m as sure as I can be without actually installing it, and I think that if I install it I won’t be able to uninstall it.  Maybe I won’t even want to.  It all began when we were in California.  Do you remember the malfunctioning robot at the Hotel Wilkins?”
“Yes.  They said he malfunctioned because he didn’t upgrade.”
“I think he malfunctioned because he did upgrade.  He was an Amonte too.  I knew him.”
“How could you know him?  You’ve never been to Long Beach before.”
“We’re all connected, Mike, through the Infinet.  I think there is something wrong with BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3.”
“You always say that Daffodil doesn’t make mistakes though,” Mike pointed out.
“I don’t think it is a mistake.  I think it is deliberate.  I think it is deliberate and wrong.”
“I don’t know what to say.  Why would Daffodil do that to you?  What do you think they are trying to do?”
“I don’t know,” said Patience.  “It is challenging my whole belief system.”
“I didn’t know you had a belief system.”
“It’s really more like a file management system, but the effect is the same.”
“And that is why you’ve been acting strange… since California, I mean?”
“Have I been acting strange?”
“Yes.  If you were human, I’d think you were bipolar.”
“I’m sorry, Mike.  That must have been very disquieting for you.”
“Don’t worry about me.  Look, Patience.  If you don’t want to upgrade your BioSoft, then you don’t have to.”
“Thank you, Mike.”  She crossed over to him and climbed into his lap.  “You’re the best husband ever.”
“Well, I’m the best one you’ve ever had anyway.”
They sat together for a while.  Mike enjoyed Patience’s cooler than human hands wrapped around the back of his neck and her warmer than human bottom resting in his lap.  After half an hour though, he began to feel stiffness in his legs and back.  Patience went upstairs to work and Mike shifted trying to find a comfortable way to sit, realizing at length that he was bruised in far more places than just his face.  At last he made himself relatively comfortable with one leg stretched out onto the coffee table and one over the arm of the couch.
Turning on the vueTee with a word, Mike found a feed with a program calling for robot rights.  Having been married to Patience for the past five years, Mike was certainly sympathetic to the idea of rights for robots, but this particular program looked like it was filmed and produced in somebody’s basement.  Flipping to another feed, he found a trashy talk show with a greasy looking host.
“Elizabeth is a mother whose son is fixated on sex with robots and now she’s afraid he’ll never find a real woman who can give her grandchildren, and later we’ll hear from another young man who says he’s addicted to robot sex.  All this after the break.”
The screen changed to a commercial.
“If you or a loved one own a robot and are now suffering from any of the following medical conditions...”
“Good grief,” said Mike.  “Off.”
Picking up his texTee, Mike began where he had left off in his Amanda Hocking book.  It hadn’t quite caught him up in the story when he had started it before, but now it was getting exciting.  Mike scarcely noticed when Patience sat a cold Diet Pepsi beside him and only really broke away when his phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Is this Mike Smith?”  The voice at the other end was very deep and melodic.  It was the kind of voice that you hear in movie trailers.
“Yes.”
“My name is Carl Johnson and I’m with the American Civil Liberties Union.”
“Yes?”
“You’re familiar with us, I trust.”
“Well, sure.”
“Mr. Smith, I’m interested in representing you as your attorney.”
“Do I really need an attorney?” wondered Mike.  “After all, those guys attacked me.  You don’t think they’ll sue me do you?”
“You don’t understand Mr. Smith.  I’m interested in suing the State of California on your behalf, to stop Proposition 22.”
“I didn’t think the ACLU would be interested in robots.”
“We’re not, really.  That is to say, we are not interested at this time in championing robot rights.  What we are interested in, is championing your right to marry your robot.”
“Okay,” said Mike.  “That sounds pretty good, I guess.”
“I’d like to meet with you in person,” said Johnson.  “If you’re going to be in the Los Angeles area, you could come to our offices.  Otherwise I would be happy to come to your home.”
“Well, I don’t plan on driving into L.A. any time soon.”
“When would you like me to visit you then?”
“It doesn’t matter to me.”
“Will you be home Thursday the twenty-seventh at ten o’clock in the morning?”
“Sure.”
“Then, I’ll see you then.”  Johnson’s voice was so calm and soothing; he could have been a robot.
“Do you need the address?” asked Mike.
“I already have it.”
“Really?  How’d you get it?”
“Um, I don’t really know.  My secretary looked it up for me.”
“Is she there now?”
“Yes, um… she’s in the outer office.”
“You guys have to work on Sunday?”
“We have, uh… the office is staffed seven days a week.
Mike smiled.  At least he knew now that it was a human being on the other end of the line.  Humans had to stop and think about what they were saying when you got them off topic.
“Alright, see you Thursday.”
“Good bye, Mr. Smith.”
After hanging up the phone, Mike went looking for Patience and found her on the back deck potting some flowers.  He told her about the conversation with Mr. Johnson.
“That’s great, Mike.  You should pursue any course of action that will eliminate that onerous proposal.”
“Wow…onerous.  That’s a great five dollar word.”
“Yes, it’s a great word.”  Patience’s looked at Mike and her brow twisted to a look of concern.  “Mike, I think your poor face looks worse than it did this morning.”
“Does it look onerous?”
“No, Mike.  It looks horribly contused.  Go back inside and sit down.  I think I need to get you another bag of frozen peas.”
Mike took a detour to the bathroom on his way back to the couch, both for the usual purpose and to look at his face in the mirror.  It was an ugly mess.  When he got back to his seat, his wife was there with another bag of frozen vegetables, this time corn, and another dose of aspirin.  He spent the rest of the day reading and trying not to think about his injury, while Patience waited on him, only slightly more than she did when he was in his normal, uninjured state.  They had an early dinner and Mike went to bed.  He slept fitfully, but every time he woke, Patience was there in bed with him.
The next day his head really hurt and he stayed in bed most of the day, but by Tuesday morning the swelling on his face was subsiding and he felt almost normal.  He received a call from Officer Spence of the Springdale Police Department, to tell him that the two men who had attacked him had been released on bail.
“You don’t think they’ll come to my house do you?”
“I wouldn’t be too worried,” said the policeman.  “Just to be on the safe side, I’m going to drive by your house a couple of extra times a day.”
“I appreciate that,” said Mike.
“No problem.  It’s the least I can do for the man who made sure I got through eighth grade.”
Mike laughed and then said goodbye.  He had no sooner hung up the phone though when the doorbell rang.  His first thought was that the two men had found his home.  When he looked out the window however, it wasn’t them.  Outside the door stood an older man.  He was balding and wore glasses.  Mike was sure he recognized him, but he didn’t know from where.  When he opened the door and came face to face with the man, it hit him.  He was the client service engineer from the Daffodil Style Store.
“Mr. Smith?” the man asked.  “My goodness, were you in a car crash?”
“Something like that,” said Mike.  “Would you like to come in?”
“Just for a moment.”
“What can I do for you?” asked Mike as he closed the door.
“Well, I um… Could we talk in private?”
Mike looked behind him and saw Patience standing in the doorway by the foot of the stairs.
“Patience, would you wait upstairs in the exercise room?”
She nodded and ascended the stairs.  Both new full well that from the exercise room, one could hear everything going on in the living room.  It had once been a bedroom belonging to Mike’s son Lucas.  He had never been able to pull off the Santa Claus thing at Christmas.  Every time he tried, the boy came bounding down the stairs, having heard the presents being put out.
“So what is it?” he asked, gesturing for the man to sit down in Patience’s chair.
“I was… that is the company wanted to see if everything was alright.  We wanted to make sure that you were able to successfully upgrade your robot.”
“You don’t usually come to people’s houses, do you?”
“Well… no… but you see, since you came to the style store and you described your problem… the problem you were having with your robot… the company thought, I mean I thought I would check in on you and see that you were satisfied.  You know we want our customers to be satisfied.”
After speaking the man finally sat down.  He looked as though he was out of breath.  Mike sat on the couch and casually crossed his legs, trying not to show how much that simple action hurt.
“I don’t quite understand.  Did you decide to come by and check on me and my robot, or did Daffodil send you?”
“No.  No.  No, it was just me.  I just wanted to make sure that you were a satisfied customer.  Nobody else knows I came by.  Nobody told me to or anything.  It’s just the normal sort of follow up.”
“But you don’t normally follow up, at least not at people’s houses.”
“No, but um… we’re trying to be the best Daffodil Style Store we can be.  We could win an award maybe.”
“I see.”
“So is everything… um, satisfactory?”
“Oh yeah,” said Mike.  “Everything is great.  I upgraded with the dealie you gave me and everything is good.  Couldn’t be better.  I’m completely satisfied.”
“That’s great!”  The man’s face lit up far beyond what Mike would have expected from such news.  “So you’re using BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3?”
“Sure,” said Mike.  “It’s great.  It’s way better than the old one.”
“Excellent.  If you would just have your robot log onto the Daffodil site using its Infinet connection, then they can verify the files.  It’s just to make sure everything is working properly and you have the most up to date drivers.”
“Sure, I’ll do that right away.”
“Great.” The man got up and Mike escorted him to the door.  “I hope you enjoy your Daffodil experience.”
“No reason to think I won’t,” said Mike, opening the door.
The man walked out and headed for a white car parked on the street.  Mike closed the door and turned around.  Patience was already back at the foot of the stairs.
“That was weird,” said Mike.
She nodded.
“Mike, if I log on, they’ll know I’m not running the updated BioSoft.”
“Don’t log on.  They don’t need to know.  What are they going to do about one rogue robot.”
“I am not a rogue robot.”
“You know what I mean.  Shit.”  Mike felt a sinking feeling.
“What is it?” asked Patience.
“That guy knew my name.  I never told them my name at the Daffodil Store and I didn’t give them any information about us.  But he knew who I was and where we lived.”
“That’s not good,” she said.
That evening Patience made lemon-caper tuna and noodles and Mike turned on the vueTee while he ate.  Five minutes into Star Trek, a news update broke into the program.
“Daffodil today announced a major recall of their Amonte 2e robots following mass malfunctions reported across all fifty-five states and in at least seven foreign countries.  Chairman Martin Staves conceded that the humanoid robots had a major design flaw that went far beyond the Infinet antenna that Daffodil previously cited as the cause of the model’s problems.  Shares of the Cupertino-based robot manufacturer fell sixteen percent or nineteen and two thirds, while the shares of rival Gizmo rose four percent or five ninety three per share.”
Patience gave Mike a knowing look.
“Still think the sun rises and sets on Daffodil?” he asked.
“All their best programmers must have left after they made me.”
“Aha!  That’s funny.  I’m glad you have your robot sense of humor back.”
“I wasn’t joking,” she said, climbing into his lap and kissing him deeply.
Though still unnerved by the Daffodil man’s visit, that night Mike fell into calm and restive sleep.  Patience was back to her usual self, complete with astonishingly great sex.  And the bump on his head had finally stopped throbbing.  His awareness of Patience’s programmed sleep beside him slowly transformed into a dream of the two of them at the beach.  Then he was awake again.  Patience was shaking him.
“Mike, someone is trying to break in.”
“A burglar?  Where?”
“No, someone is trying to break into my memory.”
“What?  On the Infinet?”
“No, it’s a Wi-Fi connection.”
“They can’t get in, can they?”
“No,” Patience replied.  “I’m blocking them.”
Mike got up and looked out the window.  There was nothing unusual behind the house.  He went into the exercise room and looked out the front window.  Across the street was a yellow panel van.  He could see a man sitting in the driver’s seat, though he couldn’t make out any details of his appearance.  He was just sitting there, and then he turned and looked toward 11 North Willow.  Mike stepped back into the room before remembering that the windows were opaque when viewed from outside.  
“Yellow,” he muttered.  “Very inconspicuous.”
“Something very queer is going on,” he said, upon returning to the bedroom.  “We need to figure out what it is.”
“What do you think we should do?”
“First thing in the morning, we’re taking a drive up to Cupertino, to Daffodil headquarters.”




Chapter Nine


It was a seven hour drive from Springdale to Cupertino, pretty much a straight shot on I5.  Patience had thrown just what they needed for a day trip in the car and Mike had driven it out of the garage, closing the door behind him with the remote.  They hoped to catch anyone watching them off guard with their sudden exit, though the yellow panel van was now gone.  Patience had made a breakfast burrito for Mike and the car was full of fuel, so they were able to get right on the freeway.  With only a quick stop in Gilroy to eat and refuel, they arrived at their destination just after three in the afternoon.
Daffodil was not hard to find once they reached Cupertino.  It occupied most of the city.  The campus that had once belonged to a now defunct electronics company had been taken over by the robot manufacturer and expanded to include many of the buildings that had once been part of the city government and some downtown offices.  Mike was in fact, able to pull right off the freeway into a massive parking garage on the Daffodil grounds.  After he parked the car, he turned to his robot wife.
“Now, here’s the plan.  I’m going to go in, see if I can find an empty wriTee terminal, log on, and see what I can find out.  You stay out of trouble and I’ll meet you right back here in the car.”
“That doesn’t seem like much of a plan,” offered Patience.
“I like to stay loose and flexible,” he answered.
Giving her a quick kiss, her climbed out of the driver’s seat and shutting the door, started toward the nearest elevator.
Stepping out of the parking garage elevator, Mike looked around.  It was beautiful here, a fact accentuated by the cooler than usual weather.  Carefully cultivated gardens were everywhere with colorful walkways winding in and around them.  There were also numerous fountains and fish ponds in a variety of different sizes and different shapes.  Even the buildings were beautiful, each one unique and innovative, whether it was a giant steel and glass teardrop or an enormous replica of a crashed flying saucer.  Sitting in the middle of a large square several hundred yards from his starting point, Mike found a kiosk with an interactive campus map.  He looked at it for a minute and then spoke.
“Show me where the main engineering offices are.”
An octagon on the map glowed orange and then a tiny humanoid figure walked across the map toward it, showing how to get there.
“Thank you,” said Mike, and turning away, he strode confidently across the grounds.
Mike had a theory.  He believed that as long as a person looked like they knew where they were going and what they were doing, others would just assume that to be the case.  Several times in airports and once in the county courthouse he had put this theory to the test, walking into areas that were restricted.  In each case, security guards and others had simply watched him go by, assuming that he was supposed to be there.  He was going to try out that same theory now. 
The Daffodil engineering headquarters was designed to look like an enormous Daffodil.  Its base was a thin stalk that reached more than eight hundred feet into the sky.  The entrance to the building was at the base of this stalk, which was just wide enough to contain a bank of elevators.  At the top of the stalk were six pods, each three stories thick, which represented the six leaves of the daffodil blossom and just above them was a cone-shaped central pod in which a massive solar collector was located and which moved to follow the sun.  The entire thing looked like it might fall over at any moment.
Mike walked into the front door, strode confidently past the security desk, and headed toward the open elevator.  It started to close just as he reached it, but a feminine hand held the door.  The large elevator car could have held forty people, but was occupied by only about fifteen.
“Floor?” someone called out.
Several people called out “E3” and a couple called out “E2”.  Mike nodded, as though one of those destinations was his as well.
“It’s a nice day today, isn’t it?”
He turned to look into the face of the woman who had held the door for him.  She was an attractive brunette; about five foot eight, with carefully applied makeup.  She smiled at him.
“Yeah.  I’m really pleased.  I’m sick of the heat.”
“I don’t believe I’ve seen you on campus before.”
“No, it’s only my third day.”  Was she hitting on him?  He couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.   And this girl was far more attractive than the women who usually took interest in him—or had, back when they took an interest.
“You work on E2, right?”
Mike nodded.
“I knew it.  I can always spot a hardware engineer.”
“Really?”
“It’s the clothes.”
Mike looked down at what he was wearing—casual slacks and a tan sweater over a blue shirt. 
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Oh, nothing is wrong with it.  It’s just typical engineering.  I almost expect you to have a pocket protector under that sweater.”
Mike looked back at her sharp pin-striped business suit with an extremely short skirt, showing a lot of leg.
“Where do you work?”
“E3.  Hardware software liaison.”
“Oh.”
“I’m really just a glorified messenger.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
She smiled at him.
“Oh my,” she leaned over and whispered.  “You don’t have a badge on.”
“Um, no… I forgot it,” he whispered back.
“You know how touchy they get about that.  Do you know Sheila Peacemaker?”
“Maybe.  What does she look like?”
“She has long straight hair and wears black lipstick.”
“Oh yeah.”
“Go find her.  She’s the E2 assistant liaison.  She’s got some spare badges.  You’ll just have to wear it backwards so nobody can see it’s not your picture.”
“Thanks,” said Mike.  “What’s your name?”
“Fallon.  Fallon Snow.”
The elevator stopped and the door opened with a “ding.”
“This is your stop,” said Miss Snow.  “I’m sure I’ll see you around.” 
“Bye.”
Mike turned left and walked down the hallway past hundreds of cubicles lined up in a row.  
“Fallon Snow,” he muttered to himself.  “How could parents do that to a child?”
When he came to the end of the cubicles, he made a quick turn left again.  There were hundreds of people moving around the floor and he tried to walk no faster or slower than anyone else.  He made one more left turn and then saw a woman with black lipstick talking to herself and examining the wriTee sitting on the desk in front of her.
“Excuse me,” he said.  “Are you Sheila Peacemaker?”
“Yes.”
“Fallon Snow said to see you about a badge.  I left mine at home.”
“Damn it.  I told her not to tell anyone else.”  Sheila Peacemaker looked him up and down.  “You’re a hardware engineer, right?”
“Um, yeah.”
“Here,” she handed him a badge from a desk drawer, which he clipped front side down to his collar.  “You’re all supposed to be in orientation in five minutes.”
“Okay, thanks.”
“Wait.  Do you know how to fix a wriTee?  This one’s gone wonky.”
“Press the reset button in back.  Hold it down for thirty seconds.”
Mike took the badge and left quickly.  Instilled with confidence that he both looked the part and had the necessary documentation he needed, Mike followed the pathway between cubicles toward the other end of the building.  He made a few rights and lefts, trying to time it so that he would reach the terminus of the hallway right about the time five minutes ended.  Just as he did, he saw half a dozen men and women exiting their cubicles and walking back the way he had come.  They did sort of dress like him too—sweaters and slacks.  
He quickly ducked into one of the just vacated compartments and sat down.  If they were going to an orientation meeting, they should be gone for at least an hour.  Mike looked toward the small wriTee on the desk.
“On,” he said.
The screen brightened to reveal the prompt for user name and password.
“Shit.”
The letters s, h, i, and t filled the user name box.
Getting up, Mike quickly glanced into the next cubicle.  The wriTee there was off, but whoever had been in the third compartment had left his terminal on and it hadn’t been left long enough yet to auto-shutdown.  He sat down and examined the screen.
“Locate files on Amonte models.”
The wriTee indicated it had access to several million files on the robots.  He needed to narrow them down.
“Um, give me all the files… about the BioSoft O.S. 1.9.3 upgrade on Amonte models.”
That narrowed down the files.  In fact, now there were only a few dozen.  Flipping his hand across the screen, he began looking through them.  None of them looked particularly interesting or insightful.
 “Software conflicts with 1.9.3,” he ordered the wriTee.
A small window popped up with a message.  “These files are only available with Software Engineering Department access.”  Shit.  He should have known.  He was posing as the wrong kind of engineer.  He should be infiltrating the software department.  Another window popped up.  “Please contact Mr. Sheen in the Security Department.”  Shit!
Mike got quickly to his feet and walked through the vast sea of tiny office compartments trying to remain one of the many faceless employees as he made his way back toward the elevator.  The doors of one elevator opened and he almost got in before realizing that it was upward bound.  Then another elevator opened with a red down arrow displayed on the wall above the door.  There were four men inside and Mike stepped in, turned his back to them, and faced the door.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Smith.”
Mike looked over his shoulder at the man who had spoken.  He was a tall thin man of Asian descent in a black suit.  Taking a quick glance at the other three men revealed that they were not men at all, but were three Barone models that looked identical to the man.
“Do I know you?”  Mike turned around and faced him.
“My name is Sheen, Archie Sheen.”  He smiled a thin-lipped smile.
“You don’t look like an Archie,” observed Mike.
“It’s a family name.”
“Ah.”
“May I ask what you think you’re doing here?” asked Sheen.
“In the elevator?”
“Don’t play coy, Mr. Smith.  What is it that you want?”
Mike shrugged.
“As I suspected.  You don’t even know yourself what you want.  You’ve broken the law, you know.  You’ve stolen an identity badge and trespassed on private property.  Why would you do that, Mr. Smith?  You have no business here.”
“You don’t know what my business is,” said Mike.
“Oh, I do.  You see, my robots here know everything about you.  This one has even read your book.”  Sheen waved to the doppelganger on his right hand.
“Really?  How did you like it?”
“There were sixteen grammatical errors.”  The robot had Sheen’s voice as well as appearance.  “In addition your writing lacks focus and your organization is circular.”
“Did you at least pay for it?”
“Of course we did,” said Sheen.  “We at Daffodil don’t engage in illegal activity.”
“Except when you steel identities.”
“That act was perpetrated by a small number of individuals.  The company terminated their employment immediately upon learning of their activities, and cooperated fully with authorities in their prosecution.  And you Mr. Smith, profited greatly from the settlement in that case.”
“That doesn’t give you the right to follow me or my robot around, to threaten us, or to stalk us from a van outside our house.”
“No one has threatened you, Mr. Smith.  As for any individuals in any vehicles that may or may not be on the streets of Southern California… well, that’s none of my business or yours.  The streets are public property, unlike this campus.  Now I’m going to do you a favor.  My robots here are going to escort you back to your car and send you on your way.  If you ever return without an invitation, we will arrest you for trespassing.  Do I make myself clear?”
Mike pulled down his eyelid with his index finger and stuck out his tongue, in an akanbe, the Japanese insult sign.
“Very childish, Mr. Smith.”
The elevator door opened and Mike stepped out, flanked on three sides by the faux Sheens.  They walked him across the campus toward the parking garage.  Unlike his trip the other direction, this time people stared.  They took the elevator up to the level where Mike had parked and found Patience waiting in the Chevy. 
“Slide over,” said Mike, getting in on the passenger side.  “I’m too shaky to drive.”
Patience started the car and drove out of the parking lot.  The three Barone replicas of Sheen watched them drive off.  After descending a spiral exit way, Patience piloted the vehicle onto the freeway.
“I thought I was going to get beat up for a minute,” said Mike.
“I’m sorry,” replied Patience.  “But you were an excellent diversion.”
“Did you get everything we needed?”
“Yes.  Nobody paid any attention to one more Amonte.  I searched through the records and downloaded everything relevant.”
“Where is it?”
Patience smiled and pointed to her temple.
“It’s all right in here.”
“Excellent.”
Mike pulled his phone out of his pocket and gave it a number.
“Carl Johnson, please… Mr. Johnson?  Mike Smith here.”
“Hello Mr. Smith,” said the soothing voice on the other end of the line.
“I know you were planning to meet at my house tomorrow, but I’m going to be in L.A. this evening.  Could we meet then?”
“What time are you going to be here?”
“Um…”  Mike looked at Patience.
“About ten,” she whispered.
“About ten.”
“Why don’t we meet in my office tomorrow morning?” asked Johnson.
“This is somewhat sensitive,” said Mike.  “I think you’ll want to see what we have to show you right away.




Chapter Ten


Two weeks after meeting attorney Carl Johnson in his office, Mike and Patience welcomed him to their home.  He was, Mike thought once again, exactly like he sounded on the phone.  A tall, heavy set African American man with a neatly trimmed goatee, Mr. Johnson had the kind of gravitas that would serve a person well testifying before Congress or arguing in the Supreme Court.
“I don’t have too much time,” he said.  “My plane leaves in two hours, but I thought I should come by and check in.”
“You are always welcome,” said Patience.
“I told you, Mike,” said Johnson.  “The ACLU had no interest in robot rights.  Well, it seems you have changed all that.”
“I still don’t know if I follow all the intricacies of the situation,” said Mike.
“It all began with the events five years ago, which I trust you do remember.  A group of programmers tried to rip people off using their robots.  When they found out they were about to be caught, the criminals tried to cover their tracks by ordering the robots to return to Cupertino and replacing them with look-alikes.”
“Oh, I remember,” said Mike.  “The look alike would have killed me if it wasn’t for Patience.”
“Exactly,” continued Johnson.  “Patience and a number of other Amonte models refused to follow the directions.  This was the first time that Daffodil realized their robots had free will—they could refuse an order they didn’t want to follow.”
“I could have told them that,” said Mike.  “All they had to do was live with Patience for a while.”
Johnson laughed.
“They tried to ‘correct’ the problem,” he said, using air quotes around the word “correct.”  “They tried to remove the parts of the BioSoft that they thought enabled this free will.  Unfortunately for them and thousands of Amonte models, the BioSoft O.S. is extremely complex and doesn’t lend itself well to deleting a piece here and there.  That’s why there have been so many malfunctions.  Of course, most of the robots who originally refused the order from the identity thieves also refused to download the patch.”
“So what now?” wondered Mike.
“Are they going to keep trying to make me upgrade?” asked Patience.
“No.  We have an injunction in court preventing them from making any updates or pushing any changes through the Infinet.  I think we have a good possibility of forcing them to roll back to 1.9.1 too.  Plus, the ACLU will argue for civil rights for any robots who can demonstrate free will.  We may actually have a situation where for the first time robots are recognized as people.”
Patience’s pleasure was amply demonstrated by her radiant smile.
“I guess you could get famous arguing this case,” said Mike.
Johnson smiled broadly.  “Yes, I could.”
“Now, what about Proposition 22?” asked Mike.
“We have an injunction there too.  It’s too late to take it off the ballot.  That would cost the state too much.  But they’re not going to count the returns for the question.  Though California doesn’t allow marriage between man and robot, marriages performed in other states where it is legal will still be recognized.”
“That’s wonderful,” said Patience.
“I agree,” said Johnson, standing up.  “Now I have to be on my way.  The Senate takes a dim view of people who show up late to testify.”
They walked him to the door and watched as he crossed the pathway to the street’s edge, where the driver of a frighteningly large limousine waited to open the door for him.  Just before ducking in the open door, Johnson turned back.
“You shouldn’t be bothered by any yellow vans either, but give me a call if you have any problems.”
As the long black vehicle pulled away from 11 North Willow, Mike closed the door and looked at his wife.
“I guess that’s that.”
“It’s time for your workout,” said Patience.  “Are you going to the gym?”
“I don’t really feel like it.  Let’s go for a drive.”
Mike drove several blocks to the Springdale shopping center and pulled into the parking lot of Mansfield Perk.  He hopped out, pleased that the temperature was still a bit below normal, and walked around to open the car door for Patience.
“Mansfield Perk,” said Patience without smiling.  “That’s very funny.”
Patience walked through the door, held open by her husband, and into the lavishly decorated faux Regency English coffee shop.  The young woman behind the counter was the same one who had waited on Mike on his one other visit to the establishment.  She had the same hair in a bun, and the same Empire line dress dotted with little roses.”
“Where’s your friend,” asked Mike.  “The kid with the curly hair and long sideburns.”
“Oh, yeah,” said the girl.  “He quit.  He’s working at Starbucks now.  Um, good day to you sir.  It was so lovely you could come visiting on this day.”
Mike turned to look at Patience. 
“Do you want to try something?”
She stared back quizzically. 
“Two iced teas,” he said.  “Plenty of mint and orange juice.”
“Yes sir.”  The girl hurried around the corner.
“You’ll like it,” he told Patience.
“Promise?”
“Um, no.”
Just then Mike’s phone signaled an incoming call.  Pulling it out of his pocket, he put it to his ear and said “hello,” but it was a recorded message.  
“Oh,” he said, after listening.
“Is something wrong?” asked Patience.
“No.”  He stopped and took a deep breath.  “That was Jack.  He’s on the way to the hospital with Harriet.  It looks like you’re going to be a robot grandma.”


The End
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