Probes

Probes

© Copyright 2006 by silli_artie@hotmail.com

This work may not be reposted or redistributed without the prior express written permission of
the author.

A work of fiction, meant for adults. Read something else if you are not an adult, or are offended
by stories with sexual content. Then again, if all you’re looking for is in-out, in-out, in-out, you
should probably read something else. I welcome constructive comments. Enjoy.

1

Ready for my “vacation?” Our employer was spinning it as “an extended winter holiday
break.” We called it a two-week unpaid shutdown, and a shutdown with no schedule relief. As a
technical writer, I deal with the nuances of language. Calling this an “extended break” was an
abuse not only of language, but also of the employees.

I sighed and shook my head. Let it go. I’d seen it coming, even bet one of my colleagues
that it would happen. She paid off after getting confirmation of the shutdown -- from the
contractor who services the vending machines; they plan ahead. A bunch of us decided it was
prudent, given the rumors, to remove personal belongings from our offices before the break in
case our employer did the el-foldo, like they did in San Diego and Colorado Springs.

Let it go... I cleaned up my chickenshit, at least as well as I could, and was going to get
out of town a day early. I’d arranged through a friend to use a small house in Arnold, up in the
Sierra foothills for two weeks. I’d be taking care of the place while the owner was in Tahiti.
Nice deal, that... I could stay two days, two weeks, or anything in between.

I planned to bring my home computer; [ had some free-lance stuff to do if [ was so
inclined. I’d pull it loose from its tethers last thing in the morning. Jules, the guy I was house-
sitting, had an older G4 machine but the same monitor, so all I had to do was bring the main box.
He even had a high-speed internet connection, so I’d be in good shape.

Last load of laundry was in the dryer, now throw clean clothes in the laundry basket,
review the checklist, get dinner, to bed early, get up, pull the computer, and go. I contemplated
leaving tonight, but with traffic it would take three and a half to four hours, with the last part in
the dark trying to find a place I’d not visited before. I glanced at the clock -- quarter after seven
Thursday night. Plus four hours? Past my bed time! Get a good night’s sleep and do it in the
daylight! Friday morning getaway traffic should be light.

Dinner and dishwasher, that’s the plan.

Walking from the hallway into he kitchen, thought I saw someone walking up to the front
door. Kading! The doorbell told me I thought correctly.
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Opened the door to two ladies standing on my porch, a tall one, a head taller than me, and
one about my height -- two good looking ladies.

“Yes?” I asked, wondering what they were selling. Might be interested in listening.
“Brian?” the shorter of the two asked.

“Yes,” I replied as she stepped closer to me. Very nice figure, the porch light
accentuating the way she filled out her top. I caught her perfume and it caught me.

“Would you like to make love with me, Brian?” she asked, pushing me into the house,
putting her hands on my shoulders.

Before I knew it, I was sandwiched between them, looking into her eyes, dizzy from their
perfume and the soft squeezing, feeling my heart pounding in my chest, the softness of her

breasts against me.

“Would you make love with us? I want to hold you and squeeze you for hours, Brian,
just hold on and snuggle. Would you like that, Brian?”

I managed to get my arms around her as the world floated away.

“Time to wake up...”

Blinking my eyes open, trying to sit up, tangled in something -- seat belt? My head was
foggy, but I was relaxed. I was in the passenger seat of my car! The short gal was driving.

“Where are we?”’

“Tracy,” she answered as she unbuckled my seatbelt, then hers. My seat was leaned back
a bit. “Dinner time,” she told me with a smile.

As I sat up, I turned and saw the taller gal in the back seat. We were in the parking lot of
the In-N-Out Burger in Tracy, just off highway 205.

I might have been confused, but my stomach wasn’t -- it grumbled. The taller gal helped
me inside; [ was on autopilot.

“What do you want?” she asked as I turned automatically to the men’s room.

“Number one, spread, tomato, grilled onions, chocolate shake,” I told her and headed to
the loo.

Did my business. I made the drive from Silicon Valley to the Gold Country at least once

a month, visiting friends. Eventually I’d move there. This was my usual stop for lunch or
dinner. I washed my hands, looking at the idiot in the mirror. Weird shit going on! Hey, look
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on the bright side -- I’'m out of town, and with company. The character in the mirror smiled.
Yes, things could be looking up!

The ladies waved to me from a booth. As I approached, the shorter one got out and let
me sit down, sliding in next to me, close to me, leg against leg next to me.

I looked at them. They both looked tasty, early to mid-30’s, relaxed and smiling.
Why?

“What the hell is going on? Who are you?” I asked.

An arm around my shoulders, a gentle squeeze. I sighed and relaxed.

“I’m Moira, and this is Ellen,” the one next to me said.

“We’re going to the cabin with you,” Ellen told me.

“Why?”

The hand on my shoulder moved to the back of my neck, touching me gently. I closed
my eyes with a sigh. Too long, it had been too damn long since I’d been touched like that.

“To take care of you,” Moira whispered. “We’ll explain later. For now, you don’t need
to worry.”

I put a hand on her thigh and she didn’t object. Relax and go with it seemed to be a
pretty good plan.

Weird stuff -- the tall one, Ellen, picked up our orders. Except when she brought them to
our booth, she put them down and Moira put an unfolded paper napkin over each. Moira and
Ellen took my hands. They bowed their heads for a bit. They pulled off the napkins and we ate
dinner. Everyone visited the loo afterwards; we had more than an hour’s drive to go.

“That was really good,” Moira said, rubbing me on the back as we walked to the car.

I looked in the back. Laundry basket with clothes, small suitcases, work bag. “Where
the hell is my computer?” I shouted. I looked more in my Volvo wagon. Awful hard to hide that
distinctive brushed metal quad G5 case! “Where’s my computer?” I hollered again, opening the
rear passenger door to get a better look. I didn’t see it!

I was surrounded by them again, Ellen in front of me and Moira behind me, squeezing

me, pulling my head between her breasts. “It’s okay Brian. Relax for me, Brian...” The world
faded out again.
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When I was a little kid growing up, our family used to go skiing at Tahoe a lot. Dad
would get home early, we’d have a light, quick dinner, and hit the road. It was a long drive, and
my sister and I would sleep in the back of the car. I remember as a little kid being carried half-
asleep into the cabin, being slipped into the cold sheets of a bed.

I was half-asleep, floating from the car into bed, in between cold sheets.

And surrounded by warm, soft skin -- holding, kissing, feeling, never really waking up.

Such wild dreams! The wet dreams I’ve had in my life, I’ve either woken up just before,
or as I’m filling my shorts. But I not only had wild dreams of sex, I had dreams where I was

stretching, swimming, floating, a period when bright lights and weird patterns were shining in
my eyes, all sorts of things, some of them not pleasant, and a lot of skin-on-skin contentment.
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I rolled over and opened my eyes a little to early-morning light leaking around the
window shades. I felt good; rested, relaxed, and hungry. I turned in bed to a naked and sleeping
Moira. I snuggled up close, wrapping myself around her. She mumbled and moved, and soon I
was connected to a nipple. Soft and warm, curled up to her as she was on her back. She held
me, moving gently, and we floated together.

Later, moving on top of me, her weight was glorious as we made love. Snuggling
together afterwards was even better, that feeling of floating in her embrace again.

But eventually I had to get up. The place had a smaller shower than I was used to, but it
worked. Even though I offered to “help,” Moira decided to shower by herself when I finished.

Walking into the kitchen wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, I noticed it was after eleven!

“Well, hello!” Ellen called to me. “How are you feeling?”

“Hungry, but good,” I told her, scratching my stomach. I had to re-tie my sweatpants as
they were slipping. “What’s the plan, since I don’t seem to have a computer?” Or a clue as to
what’s going on and why.

She smiled. “Let’s wait for Moira.”

“Wait for something to eat as well?”

She nodded. “A few minutes.”

I went to the refrigerator and got a can of diet Pepsi. I was thirsty.

Moira joined us fairly quickly, drying her short black hair as she stepped into the room.
Ellen was sitting on one side of me at the kitchen table. Moira sat on the other side of me.

I took another sip and sighed. “Ladies, what’s happening? Why? What are we going to
do for the next two weeks? I’d planned on...”

“Week and a half,” Moira interrupted, “It’s Monday.”
“What! What the hell happened? What’s going on?” Last I knew, it had been Thursday!
“The repair work took longer than anticipated,” Ellen said.

Moira nodded as she toweled her hair. “Your eyes and joints were easy, but the
circulatory and systemic work was more difficult.’

“Explain,” I requested, my stomach grumbling, and it wasn’t with hunger.
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Moira started talking, and with the third word from her mouth, my head was spinning. I
held my head in my hands, elbows on the table.

I understood every word she said. I understood words in a language that didn’t develop
anywhere near our star.

I knew the language didn’t develop anywhere around our star. I knew from the fringes,
the shadows, the colors on each word, each phrase. Whatever they’d done had conveyed more
than vocabulary, more than syntax and grammar. I’d been given, or had absorbed some of the
color, the shadows, the life of the language.

I knew I could read and write it as well. It’s similar to Japanese in the mixed use of
ideographs and phonetic symbols. If I let my mind drift, I could almost feel the stylus in my
right hand -- and I’m left handed! It isn’t a tonal language. It has a wealth of tenses, like the
Latin I’d been forced to study as a child. Maybe I was lucky in that respect, having something
for these structures to map onto. It has similarities with German, compounding terms.

And what had they done to me? Ellen spoke of a long-term investment. Reversing the
age-precipitated hardening of the lenses in my eyes was easy. They altered the [band-gap-
sensitivity] of receptors in my retinas -- what was that? Reversed auto-immune mediated joint
degeneration. Arterial plaque buildup (a multi-syllable term incorporating that and more) was
more difficult to reverse, and took more time. A multi-syllable term for risk-benefit analysis
concluding that while plaque removal in key areas such as the carotid and heart was risky,
leaving them involved greater long-term risk. Dissection risked blockages in narrower vessels.
The technique they used involved selective binding to a carrier and filtration by the kidneys, and
took about three days. During that time they also cleaned my lungs and took care of other
“minor” issues. I surmised that they also fed me the language I was hearing and understanding.
Oh, restored range-of-motion in joints, tendons, and ligaments, stripped off thirty pounds of fat,
accelerated muscle toning. No wonder my pants were falling down!

It took me a while to realize they’d stopped talking. I sat back, then took a sip from my
can. I put the can down and sighed.

“Why?” I asked.

Moira said, “There are things we’d like you to do for us.”

Ellen smiled and added, “We want to make your life more interesting.”

I shook my head. “Ancient Chinese curse, that -- may you live in interesting times.”
They looked at each other momentarily. “I can see it could be,” Ellen agreed with me.

“Why?” I asked again. “And why explain it to me?”
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Moira smiled, her brow knitted. “We want you to base conclusions on observables rather
than on mere words.”

And of what they told me, what was observable, and what was mouth-noise? The
language I’d been given... I gripped my middle -- missing a lot there. My shoulders moved a lot
easier. The rest? Harder to tell.

“Okay,” I tentatively agreed. “Something has happened. What now?” I could turn on
the television and get confirmation of date and time.

“Pizza for lunch?” Moira suggested.

Ellen nodded. “Cheese, veggie, or meat combo?” She turned to me.

“Meat,” my stomach and I grumbled.

Ellen stood up. “Good choice. We’ll do that, and your computer.” (The term she used
translated closer to deterministic-calculating-engine. Hmmm -- what would a non-deterministic
calculating engine be? The Buffon needle is in essence a nondeterministic calculator...)

I nodded and watched, unsure as to what exactly was going on.

Moira got three plates and silverware.

Ellen opened a case and took out two ... they look like metal disks encased in plastic,
about two inches in diameter and a quarter of an inch thick. Ellen looked at me and said a word
... storage elements, very dense and very reliable, highly redundant storage elements. I
remembered from In-N-Out Burger in Tracy -- as Moira uncovered our dinners, Ellen picked up
similar disks from the table and pocketed them. But part of the puzzle was still hidden from

view. I didn’t have access to some parts of the language until someone used it.

She put one disk on the table, and one on the counter. She touched the one on the
counter. “That will take a while,” she muttered.

Moira touched the one on the table and sat back. So did I.

A strange noise, very faint, but high-pitched whistling, whooshing, rumbling... A deep-
dish pizza in a pan, complete with utensils appeared in the center of the table! It was hot, steam
rising from it. Ellen dished out pieces to Moira and me, then put a slice on her own plate.

To my questioning looks, Moira said a word.

My head wobbled again -- matter replication! Thoughts, terms cascaded... It was simple,
operationally. Select an object. The object is ... recorded ... in the disk. In replication,

information in the disk directs the ... reordering ... of adjacent matter. While I didn’t understand
the underlying principles, I had the feeling the energy flows were relatively minor.
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Questions... “Isotope ratios?” I asked, but as the words left my mouth, I knew the answer
-- replicated, duplicated as of the time of the recording. I smiled. “Flaws?” Ellen smiled and
nodded. Those would be duplicated as well! The disk? It was surprisingly light, one metal side
shiny, one dull.

I picked up the pizza. Certainly smelled like pizza. Tasted like pizza, too!
I laughed as I chewed. Think of the ethical issues!

Looking to the counter, where the other disk was, I could almost hear the noise again. |
thought I could see something, a slight glow, almost an outline of a G5 case?

I asked the question in my newfound tongue and received confirmation; the bandwidth of
my eyes had been increased. I could see into the infra-red and ultra-violet!

I thought a bit more, letting shadows of the new terms wander through my mind. “Where
is the [replicating entity, apparatus]? On your [ship]?”

Moira shook her head. “Deep underground, many kilometers.”

The apparatus ... Record and reproduce matter! But how? I shook my head. Asa
physicist, I knew how a microwave oven worked. What percentage of microwave oven users
had a clue? Had a clue as to the mechanics of heating using microwaves, let alone the operating
theory of a cavity magnetron? A far cry from Fleming’s valve, that! But lack of understanding
didn’t stop my six-year-old niece from using one to make popcorn!

But the computer? Could they really do that? I shook my head and took another bite of
pizza. We’ll see in a while. Sampling for recording was essentially instantaneous; replication
time was a function of mass, volume, and [fractal complexity] of the object. Hmmm... Could
you replicate the storage elements, the disks?

Thinking about it, I knew there were limitations. Restrictions on replication of
fissionable isotopes (Gott Sie Dank!). Didn’t want to try and replicate something with rapidly
moving parts, particularly chemically powered -- jet engines, internal combustion engines. How
about hard disk drives? Somehow I knew the [replicating entity, apparatus] would [warn, refuse]
(how?) about replicating such objects. Another key limitation -- dup a rat, and you end up with
two rats -- two dead rats. Life ... what was life?

And I laughed again, tears coming to my eyes as other words, other concepts came to the
fore. The civilizations, the societies that developed this language still had a place for mystery,
for the Divine. The debate as to whether we are the candle or the light still raged.

“Why are you here?” I asked them, wiping my eyes.

Moira answered. “To study, to learn, to observe.”
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Hmpf. Real-estate agents? Pest removal? Freak-show recruiters? Zoologists?
Missionaries? Cooks? I remembered an old Sci-Fi story, “To Serve Man...”

“Why?” I asked once more.

Moira shook her head, but Ellen spoke. “To observe, to learn, and to try and guide you
through troubling times.”

Moira sighed and made a face.

Ellen looked to her, turning her head at a slight angle, then turned to me. “We will not
save you -- only you can do that.”

I nodded. “Good pizza.”
A Power Mac G5 solidified on the counter. I recognized the scratch on the front.

I hooked it up after we finished lunch, using our host’s LCD, keyboard, rodent, etc. He
had an older, single processor G4.

Automatically started looking for my reading glasses. Wait -- aren’t my eyes supposed to
be “fixed” now? I held my thumb up about half a foot from my nose. Damn! It was in sharp
focus! Shifted my gaze out the window. Back and forth between thumb and trees -- easy, sharp,
quick. Hot damn! Rack that one up in the “observable” category!

Returning to the computer, even with the language that had been dumped into me, I was
still amazed when the pig booted up. Replication of sub-micron details, of charge patterns in the
battery-backed parameter memory, and magnetic patterns on hard disk platters -- amazing!

No more amazing than a microwave oven? Light emitting diode? Or fire? Bronze tools?
All a matter of perspective, right? Was it Azimov or Clarke who said that “any sufficiently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

And yes, it was Monday, and I had a few days’ worth of spam waiting for me.

Hmmm... I had 8 memory slots in this beast (and its twin at home), with only two in use.
I turned to Ellen. “So, is this something I can do?”

She frowned briefly, then smiled. “You want another one?” pointing to the computer.
I shook my head. “Nope, just some small parts inside.

She nodded. “I’ll show you.”
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“Be right back,” I told her. I went to the kitchen and got a small rectangular piece of
aluminum foil. Powered the system down, opened it up, and pulled out my SDRAM.

She handed me a pair of small objects, the locators. “Don’t lose these,” she mentioned in
passing, then said, “Place the locators as corners of a rectangle enclosing the source.”

I placed the locators.

“Touch both locators at the same time, and the [replicating entity, apparatus] will give
you a visual indication of what it thinks you want. Try moving them around a bit.”

I touched both of them, her right hand on mine, and a glow filled the space between them.
I moved them around until the glow snapped onto the foil with my SDRAM on it.

“Good. Now tap both twice in unison and take your hands away.”

I did that. The glow again, a soft humming, and a disk appeared by Ellen’s right hand.

“Oh,” she muttered. Then she called out, “Moira! Where’s his [link]?”

Moira walked in and handed something to Ellen. “So soon?”

Ellen handed me a ring. Simple setting, like white gold, with a stone set in it, a colorful
stone like an opal. “You can still decide to have nothing to do with us. For now, though, put this

on your right hand. It’s used to keep you [linked] and to [couple systems].”

I slipped it on. Did it snug itself in place? I shook my hand -- it wasn’t going to fall off.
Yet when I grasped it with my other hand, it came off easily. I put it back on again.

Moira smiled. “It’s adaptive. It won’t come off unless you remove it.” She kissed me on
the top of the head. “Need a nap soon?”

Ellen said quickly, “It’s my turn...”

I glanced between them. “In a few minutes,” I said with a smile.

Moira kissed me on the head again. “Okay.”

I opened up the box and put my SDRAM back in. Ellen put the disk next to me.
“Just tap it?” I asked.

Ellen nodded. “Tap it again once it glows.”

I did. Ping! A small piece of foil appeared in front of me, with two pieces of SDRAM
on it. I moved it off to the side and hit the disk again. Ping! Moved that pair, tapped it, ping!
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I put in the extra six pieces of memory, closed the box, and powered it up. Damn, from 2
gigs to eight. Mathematica would be happy with that!

I sat back, pondering.
Moira sat next to me. “What?” she asked, putting a warm hand on mine.

I looked at the disk, and did it twice more. I wrapped the four sticks of SDRAM in the
foil. AsInodded my head, I told her, “Deciding what to do with the genie.”

She frowned a bit. “Genie?”

I nudged the disk; she nodded. “Before we leave, I’ll move our host’s files to this
machine and leave it here. Don’t really need two of these at home.”

She nodded, smiling. “And if you do...”

My turn to frown. “That’s the problem. If I have the ability to make use of this
technology, I will. I’m deciding on the limits I should impose on my use.”

“But it’s undetectable,” she told me. “Even we can’t tell the difference between the
original and duplicates.”

I frowned again. “Oh, I understand that -- other than time-mediated shifts in isotope
ratios -- so if you decided to replicate a stack of twenty dollar bills, you’d have to plan their use
carefully to spread out the duplicate serial numbers.”

She nodded.

“One ethical extreme would be to not use it at all, as even replicating potatoes, unless |
grew them myself, is depriving someone of income. No, even if I grew them myself... At the
other extreme...” I paused and smiled. “Having someone find a large sack of crisp one dollar
bills, all with the same serial number would probably drive some folks up the wall...”

Moira chuckled a bit.

“But I won’t do that, as I don’t want to call attention to myself. Comments?
Suggestions?”

She smiled, shaking her head. “It’s a decision you have to make for yourself.”

Hmpf... Highly noncommittal response. Should I shut the machine down? Why? Why
bother? “What next?” I didn’t feel like writing, certainly not for work.

Moira smiled more. “I think someone is waiting for you in the bedroom...”
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I sighed as I stood up and walked to the bedroom. Ellen looked delicious, naked on the
bed. Naked on top of a blanket of some kind? She gave me a lusty look. “Be right there,” I told
her as I ducked into the bathroom.

I took care of my business as quickly as I could.

When I stepped back into the bedroom, she was floating in the air a few feet above the
bed, the blanket moving, writhing around her! As I approached, she smiled and opened her arms
to me. So inviting! Getting closer, it felt as if I went through a barrier, a bubble -- and then I
was floating as well!

I floated closer, into her arms. The blanket wrapped itself around us. Soft, warm,
luscious -- sliding together, the blanket helped, squeezing us together. It added something,
setting the pace, bringing us to an immense orgasm, then snuggling us together as we floated.

Late dinner -- a very good rack of lamb, salad, wine. After dinner, we spent time
stretching on the floor in front of the fireplace. I’d been limber before, practicing yoga on and
off over the decades; now I had far more flexibility, and substantially more strength. Another in
the “observable” category!

Someplace along the line, though, we moved from stretching and yoga to partner poses,
holding, touching, and I was off in a fog again, hardly remembering going to bed, sandwiched
between soft, warm bodies, making love with Moira again, but drifting off in Ellen’s embrace.

Lost in the pattern of the days, making love, snuggling, eating. We ventured out for
snowboarding lessons. That was fun, and I learned quick. My balance had improved, too! I was
stronger, faster, more flexible. My driver’s license said I was 46, but I felt better than I had
when I was in my 20’s!

I learned a little more. Moira and I slept and snuggled in light gravity, about 40% of
normal. With Ellen we were closer to zero gee, with her blanket wrapped around us. That was
nice, but there was something special about weight on top of me, having one of them on top of
me. They agreed; there were times when they really enjoyed my weight on top of them. Other
times, drifting, floating, attached to a nipple, the blanket keeping us warm... What a way to
spend a day!

“We’re leaving tomorrow,” Moira announced Sunday morning.

“Monday? Why?” I asked. I’d expected to stay until Friday or Saturday.

“We need to,” Ellen replied, as if that would answer things.

It was the only answer I got. Okay. I’d decided what I wanted to do with the computer at
home. I ordered a very fast hard disk (a 150 gig Raptor) and a bigger ECC SDRAM. I'd dup
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them to fill the machine. Moving all our host’s files from his old computer to the “new” one and
scrubbing off my stuff didn’t cut into our afternoon lovemaking and snuggle that much.

Must have been more programming for me; the last I remember was Sunday afternoon,
floating, Ellen holding me to a nipple, that blanket snuggling around us, holding me in place.

Monday morning, Moira and I made love while Ellen showered. Moira left me wiped out
in bed. By the time I got out of the shower, the place was cleaned up and we were mostly
packed up. A light breakfast and we were on our way.

Surprise! I got to drive!

Passing Copperopolis, on the way to Escalon. “So, what am I supposed to be doing for
you?” I asked my companions.

“If you’re interested,” Moira told me from the passenger seat, “We’ll occasionally
suggest places to visit, things to do.”

“Cat’s paw,” I suggested.

“Probe,” Ellen suggested from the back seat.

Hmpf, I thought... Might make sense. Probes are used to make measurements.

“Why me, how me? How and why was I selected for this potential task?”

Moira slipped into our “other” tongue, explaining that I’d been selected by the [observer
watcher composite entity], and they were the field training crew. Ellen popped in that they got to

have all the fun, and gave my shoulder a squeeze.

Still, I had a bad thought. “So you just follow orders...” I suggested, trying to keep a
smile.

“Not quite,” replied Moira. “We’ve turned down a number of candidates after meeting
them.”

That was encouraging. “Will I get to meet any of my fellow probes?”

Ellen replied, “Oh, I expect you probably will,” with an encouraging yet enigmatic lilt.
We stopped at In-N-Out in Tracy for lunch.

As we walked back to the car, Ellen said, “I need one last hug.”

I hugged her, close and tight. “Leaving? Are you leaving?”
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She held my head to her. “In a little while. Brian, I’ve enjoyed being with you very
much.” She kissed me on the top of the head.

When Ellen let me go, I looked to Moira. She shook her head. “You’re stuck with me
for a few more days.” We hugged.

We got back in the car. I headed West again on 205, heading home.

After driving for a while, Ellen put a hand on my shoulder. “Brian, take care. I hope to
snuggle with you again some time.”

I kept driving. “Ellen, thank you,” I whispered.
“Eyes on the road, focus on the road,” Moira told me.

There was a “pop!” from the back seat. I glanced more in the center rear view mirror,
moving my head a bit.

“She’s gone,” Moira told me, putting a hand on my shoulder.

“How long are you going to be around?” I asked.

“Probably through the end of the week,” she told me, “a few days at least.
I sighed; I know I smiled.

She sighed as well and moved a hand to the back of my neck. “I know,” she said softly.
“Definitely a fringe benefit for us, too. We have things to do together -- besides make love and
hold each other.”

Another sigh, from both of us, I think.

Home and unpacking, doing laundry, putting memory into the “big” computer, even
though I was going to replace it. I had other machines -- an older dual G4 set up as a server in
the closet, a windows box that hosted the weather station, music, and other stuff. I had ideas for
upgrading, but I’d take things one step at a time.

Moira gave me a little goodie to put on the headboard of the bed, out of sight but easy to
reach. I guessed it was keyed to the [links] we wear. When activated, it provided a controlled

environment with (adjustable) lower gravity as well as filtered air with a higher oxygen content.

What can [ say? The lower gravity environment is great for snuggling. Supposedly
healthier and more restful as well.

Tuesday morning we did yoga on the floor, then took a nice walk and stopped for lunch.
My computer goodies arrived shortly before we returned from lunch, so I spent the afternoon
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moving stuff around. The memory was easy. But to do the Raptors (a stack of them, all with the
same serial number), I needed an external case with serial ATA. A trip to Fry’s Electronics...

Standing in the aisle, looking at a package; it would do the job.

“You could record it, you know,” Moira suggested quietly in my newfound language.
“Put your right hand in your pocket after you start the process and the disk will appear there.”

I frowned at her and shook my head. “Not the way I do things,” I told her.
She smiled and gave me a hug!

Back home, preparing to migrate multiple systems to new disk drives. Hmmm... In the
best of all possible worlds, I’d back up each system before hacking it.

I laughed, and pulled out the locators. I could do quite an extensive backup of these
systems now! And if I didn’t need the backups, that’s even better.

I explained to Moira what I was doing, and the desirability of always being able to back
up a step in case something surprising happened. Concluded she hadn’t thought of these issues.
Well, if they’re not relevant to her life, that’s great. But, they’re relevant to mine!

“Backed up” the G5, the server in the closet, and the windoze box.

Copied the 74 gig Raptor (disk drive) in the G5 to the new 150 gig Raptor in the external
box, swapped ‘em, and restarted the G5. Nice. Repeat over many drives and systems. I ended
up “making” another 300 gig drive for the G5, so it had a pair of very fast 150s and a pair of fast
300s. The windoze box got the old 74 gig Raptor. The server I’d think about; the MacWorld
show in San Francisco was coming up .

I insisted on cooking dinner, making one of my favorite recipes, linguini and clams. And
before I served it, I partitioned out a large single serving in a plastic container, and recorded it.
“I’'m adapting,” I told Moira.

She agreed, and thought it tasted good. She skipped the chili flakes I added, though.

Checking out the windoze box after dinner, I connected to work to check e-mail. Hmpf --
got through the VPN part, but the mail server wouldn’t talk to me. Okay, someone must be
screwing with it. If you don’t want me to do any work for you, I won’t.

We went for another walk. We don’t have sidewalks or a lot of streetlights in the area
where I live. The night sky was clear and the stars were coming out. Standing overlooking the
golf course and part of the valley, arms around each other, I asked her, “Which one is yours?”
pointing up at the sky.
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She made a little noise and smiled. “Not sure... [Ship entity] says we’re in the wrong
hemisphere, and it’s occluded by other systems.” She turned and pointed down at an angle.
“About there. Not that I’d ever want to see it again... Maybe if it went nova...”

I shook my head and gave her a squeeze. Yeah, there were parts of my past I wasn’t sure
I’d want to revisit..

We didn’t spend a// our time in bed (or floating above it)... We did yoga together. We
did a lot of walking and visiting. Visited museums, galleries, tourist spots, all sorts of places
outside my usual travels.

Why?
Hmpf -- a thought: Probes need to be calibrated.

Compare and contrast -- she got a kick out of the home-grown (but scientifically sound)
exhibits at the San Francisco Exploratorium, in comparison to the more-polished exhibits at The
Tech in downtown San Jose. I introduced her to champagne and popcorn, and showed her
sections of 2001 A Space Odessey, then Star Wars. We talked about those, and she agreed that
the depictions of technology in each weren’t necessarily extremes -- she’d seen both. Then I
remembered Buckaroo Banzai, and showed her the ship sequences near the end of that one. She
laughed and shuddered -- and said she’d seen worse!

Reaffirms my view of the world...

FedEx delivered a new cell phone, wider coverage than the old one, and paid for by
someone else. Actually talked to Ellen on it.

Walking around Saturday afternoon, getting close to home, we stopped outside a
convenience store.

“Go in and buy a lottery ticket,” Moira told me. “Five quick-picks. Now. I’ll wait.”
I raised an eyebrow and did what any intelligent male should do when a beautiful woman
uses that tone of voice. “Yes, dear.” I bought my ticket and placed it in my wallet. Smile --

pretty strong hint? We’ll know later tonight, right?

Except she’d made dinner reservations for us, Straights Cafe in Palo Alto. We had a very
nice meal, and I didn’t record anything.
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3

Back home, I was ready to check lottery results, but Moira pulled me upstairs.
I took a lusty breath and followed, hands on her hips. She sighed and held my hands...

The low-grav field was already activated around the bed; I could tell by the faint UV
shimmer it caused. (I like my “new” eyes, even though it means I need sunglasses more due to
increased sensitivity.)

On the bed, folded up, was a ... blanket? A nondescript gray color, folded and sitting in
the middle of the bed.

Moira put her hand on my back. “It’s yours -- you need to be the first one to touch it.
Get undressed.”

G‘Why?,,

She smiled and shook her head. “Let’s get ready for bed,” she told me, turning me to the
bathroom.

That I understood! And of course I started getting amorous...

“Oh you,” she whispered, turning and holding my hands so I couldn’t “help” as much...
She pulled me closer and into a kiss.

When we paused, she shook her head again, moved her hands up to my head...
And I fell into that pleasant fog once more.
She led me to the bed and told me to touch the blanket, to pull it to me.

I touched it, and it moved! As I felt it, its texture changed, getting softer. It changed
color to a very pretty pale blue. It flowed over and around me as I floated above the bed. It
floated around me, holding me gently.

After a while, Moira joined me and we made love, wrapped in the blanket. And it
seemed to help! Like when I’d made love with Ellen, the blanket wrapped around us, and after a
while it picked up our rhythm, and followed... The way it squeezed us... Not the same as having
her weight on top of me, but very, very, good. And it snuggled us together afterwards as we
drifted off to sleep.

Holding me close in the morning, she explained. The “blanket” could be considered a
life form. Not “alive” like a dog, not sentient, but more than a plant. It bonded to me, and could
sense my emotional state, how I was feeling, and learn what I liked. She pulled some of it up
behind my head, moving it around. It squeezed and held me so deliciously. “Like that,” she
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said. As we made love again, she pulled some of the blanket over her breasts, holding me to her.
I’m not sure if she held me after a while, or the blanket did. It didn’t matter.

We snoozed again afterwards. When we got up and I went to shower, Moira told me that
the blanket “feeds” off skin flakes, perspiration, and the like. She smirked at that.

“I get the hint. So is this thing going to jump me every time I get into bed, or touch it?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “No, it’s not aggressive ... unless it gets really hungry,
and that can be really, really good... It will be a good blanket, and just be there, until you get it
started -- rubbing, squeezing, something like that. And it does learn to take hints, when you want
it to stop, just be a blanket, and when you want more.”

“And if one of the cleaners who comes in every other week touches it?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. It will ignore anyone but you, other than being soft and
warm. Unless you try and damage it, cut it. Then it can get nasty.”

I frowned. “Define nasty, please.”

She smiled. “Noxious odors, rough and scratchy, that kind of thing. It won’t attack or
strangle anyone. Oh, you don’t have to worry about it hurting you, either. And it knows what
you need.”

Shook my head. “Don’t know about that... Could get pretty addictive...”

She nodded. “To a certain extent, yes -- but so is snuggling with you, darling! You
snuggle really, really well -- and that’s quite a compliment! While it needs to feed, it only takes
so much, so there’s nothing to worry about. You can leave it for months without problems.”

We showered and washed our hair.

Rituals, those things we do without thinking -- when I turned 40, I got my left ear
pierced, and stopped getting haircuts. Linda accepted it as mild rebellion against aging. The
only time I pull the earring is when I shower. As I was putting it back in again, putting in the
skull and crossbones one, I thought about it, and my recent changes. Looked at the back of my
right hand -- there was the scar from a teenage adventure.

When I mentioned these to Moira, she explained that while they cleaned up a lot of things
when they worked me over, they left others alone. External scars remained. The piercing
remained, as did the snips in my vas deferens -- hadn’t thought of that one! But after long
debate, they did remove my appendix, strengthen the enamel on my teeth, and modify my
immune system. I’d heal quicker, and wouldn’t be subject to any number of ailments. I probed
that one further -- SARS? Bird flu? Moira smiled, almost a smirk. There were quite a few
people with natural immunities, and I was in that class now. But that’s not an excuse to engage
in stupid or risky behavior. I certainly agreed with that.
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I watched how she looked around as we got dressed. I folded the blanket and put it in the
antique chair next to the dresser. The thing felt like it was purring when I touched it!

“You’re leaving me,” I whispered, stepping closer and holding her.

She sighed. “Yes, ’'m afraid so. But I’ll see you in a few weeks, I promise.”

I helped her pack, everything going into two small suitcases. She left the case with the
disks in it, and showed me a new trick. If you held a disk by the edges and looked at it from a
certain angle, a “ghost” image of the stored object appeared above the disk. Some were also
labeled along the edge -- she showed me the stylus for doing that, and strongly suggested I label
them in “their” language. Oh, the case would only open for someone with a link. Anyone
without a link wouldn’t even be able to see the seams in the case.

We hugged and kissed more, and moved downstairs.

We stood together in the middle of the living room, in front of the fireplace where we’d
practiced yoga, made love, a number of times.

She stepped back, holding her suitcases.

“I’1l miss you,” I whispered.

She smiled. “I know. See you in a few weeks.”
Pop! She was gone.

I went out and collected the Sunday paper.

Checked lottery results. One winning ticket sold, guess where. $68 million plus. I got
the ticket from my wallet and checked it. Yup, that’s the one.

What did I feel? Excitement, yes, some, but also inevitability, expectation?

Most of all, I knew that my valued employer could go straight to hell. Many of us thought
that’s where they were headed already; now they could go faster, and with my blessing. I
wouldn’t have to argue with anyone about taking time off to go to MacWorld, either!

Big sigh -- but I’d be sleeping alone tonight.

What next?

I cooked up bacon and toast, recording that before I sat down to eat. Even though I was
lighter, I needed to watch what I ate!
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Dug out my address book. When my wife Linda died a few years back, I found a good
attorney (they do exist) for settlements, trusts, the whole deal. Still had his home phone number.

“Paul?” I asked when he answered the phone.

“Yes?”

“This is Brian Morrow calling. Have a few minutes?”
“Sure, I have a few minutes.”

Somehow I thought his mild irritation would dissipate quickly. “Paul, I need your help.
Guess who has the sole winning ticket from last night’s lottery, in excess of sixty eight million?”

“No shit?”

I laughed a little. “No shit. Think we could get together and talk?”

He laughed. “T’ll call David.”

“Great.” David was my accountant-financial planner-tax guy. Paul recommended him.
“Ah... How’s two o’clock sound?”

“Sounds great. I’ll be expecting you.”

I puttered. I knew I was going to quit work. But why hadn’t I done that already? I had
over three mil from the settlements on Linda’s death. I didn’t have to work.

Ah, but there’s a difference -- I needed to work. I need something to keep me busy. So
how had an extra pile of cash changed things? I don’t know. But it did. I’d been telling myself
I’d keep working as long as it was fun. It hadn’t been fun for a couple of years, and I knew it.

The phone rang.

“Eighteen wheels,” I answered.

“Brian? This is Paul.. Got that ticket handy?”

“Not leaving my sight,” I told him.

“Good answer. Wait a minute...” Some clicking, and, “Still there?”

“Yah, I’'m here.”
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A female voice. “Good morning, sir, I’'m with the Lottery Commission in Sacramento.
I’d like to ask you a few questions about your ticket?”

“Okay,” I said, digging it out of my wallet.

She asked about some numbers on the ticket. I read ‘em off. She asked where I lived.
“In a house,” I told her. She laughed, and so did Paul.

“We’d like you to come to our offices in San Francisco so we can verify the ticket,” she
told us.

They opened at 9 Monday morning. We thanked her and she cleared off the line.

Paul, David, and I met that afternoon. We talked about risks and futures. Paul had the
amounts roughly figured, for a lump sum and yearly annuity payout. Risks -- I didn’t trust future
tax structures. I was for taking my lumps early, and having things more under my control. Paul
and David were all for that. I was also interested in securing the money to protect me against
wingnuts who would sue me for a zillion dollars for looking at them wrong. More agreement.
David had been doing my taxes for the last few years; he thought he had what he needed. 1 gave
him my end-of-the-year deposit slip with the totals for the year just ended. I’d be paying a
staggering amount of taxes to both the state and the feds, but would be left with around 30
million or so. Add that to the about three mil from the settlement of Linda’s wrongful death, a
paid off house worth another million, and I could take a nice long vacation!

We talked about futures. I was for moving to Nevada or Washington -- no income tax.
The house I was in now was meant for raising kids; we were within walking distance of great
schools, K through 12. Sell the fucking house.

New car? I shook my head. Reminded them we had this discussion when I got the
Volvo wagon -- we’d just gotten the first settlement from my wife’s death, and the transmission
in my old Jeep took a lurch. Yeah, I’d looked at BMW, Mercedes, but got the Volvo. Yeah, I
really liked some of the Mercedes models, so I’'m not saying never, just not real soon.

They thought I had a good perspective on things.
Okay, so where do things go whacky? I want to hide. Gave ‘em my new cell phone
number, and told ‘em I wasn’t going to answer the house phone. Paul said he’d contact utilities,

banks, and the like starting early tomorrow morning to nail things down as tight as we could.

But the weirdos would find me, bet on it! Yeah, that’s why I want to sell the house and
move. Besides, too damn many ghosts around here.

Plans for tomorrow? Go to the Salt Mines early, flip ‘em the bird, and leave! Paul

offered to drive us to San Francisco. He reminded me to keep it clean at work, clean and
professional. Told him not to worry; I’ll give notice and leave. They make their own hell.
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Paul and David left. I took off as well, ending up at Fry’s in Sunnyvale. My Windoze
box was a wimpy old Socket A Sempron 2800. I could take care of that! But why? It worked,
right? No hurry on any of this stuff!

Stopped at Chili’s on the way home and got an order of their baby back ribs and fries to
go. Recorded it when I got home, opened a bottle of red wine, and had a nice dinner. Gee, |
could do better than Chuck Shaw Merlot now... But it tasted fine. I liked Kunde’s “Bob’s Red”
-- I could switch to that. A smile -- I had a few bottles of that now, and could have more, quite
easily! Recorded a bottle to have it on store.

Why get a giant screen HDTV when the programs are crap? Nine at night and I was
ready for bed.

Cleaned up, unfolded the blanket, and got into bed, turning on the low-gee environment.

Damn blanket started to get friendly! But I started to pull it away, and it stopped! Guess
the thing can take a hint!
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Got up early Monday morning with the alarm clock -- something I wasn’t going to miss!
Decided not to shower; the blanket left me feeling pretty clean. Had a quick bacon
sandwich. Hmmm -- ended up with an extra plate! I’d have to watch that, or I’d end up with a

lot of extra plates!

Drove to the Salt Mines. Usually, I go in a side gate and park by a door closer to my
cube.

But when I drove up, the side gate was still closed! It was closed on weekends, and I was
about an hour earlier than usual, but it should be open by now. Oh well... It usually took them a
couple of days to get the clocks on site reset after going on or off daylight savings time, even

though they all ran off a master.

Drove around to the main gate. Security trolls stopping people going in! TV crews
parked in the parking lot across the street!

“Hot damn!” I chortled. “The bastards are doing it!” About eighteen months ago they’d
closed the San Diego office after a week-long “Summer holiday break.” Did the same with
Colorado Springs, letting about half the people go at that site.

I pulled up and showed my badge. The guy waved me in.

I parked, and before I got out of the car, went through my pockets. I usually carry a USB
memory thingy; decided I’d leave that and my Swiss Army knife in the car. Got the secure token
card out of my bag, though. If this was The End, I’d turn it in. Eyed the box of office stuff in
the back -- I’d make a second trip if | needed to bring it in. Doubt it!

Glad I was earlier than usual. There were a few people in the lobby, and none of them
looked happy. I smiled.

A guard and a woman in a serious looking business suit walked up to me.
“May I have your badge, please?” the woman asked, holding out a hand.

“You work here?” I responded flatly, eyeing her hand as if she was offering me
something curious but loathsome.

She showed me her badge. No surprise, she was from corporate HQ on the East Coast.
I handed her my badge, and she gave me an index card with a number on it, 46.

“How humane,” I told her with a smile.
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She didn’t even frown; she just walked away.

The bozo at the desk called 42. Guess I had a wait. Still, glad I got in early -- the place
was going to be a zoo in another hour, and not a friendly, happy place, either!

My cell phone rang.

“Dwarf, pliers,” I answered it.

“Hey, this is Paul -- did you know your place is closing down?”

“Oh yeah, I’'m waiting to have my head handed to me. Pretty cool timing, huh?”
A rent-a-guard came up and glowered at me.

“Piss off -- I’'m talking to my attorney,” I growled at him. He pissed off.

“Yeah, it’s on the news. Want me to read you the press release?”

“Nah -- it’s lies and spin,” I told him. “I’ll give you a call when I’m done here.
Shouldn’t take too long.”

“Okay -- hang in there. Keep it clean.”

I folded my phone up.

A woman walked through the lobby from inside the building, escorted by a security goon.
She was carrying a box, rapidly packed cubicle contents most likely, and was in tears. Fuckers!
Hard to be happy, even though the timing of this was pretty much perfect for me. So much for
deadlines on the latest drivel I was to polish into acceptable prose on a too-short deadline!

“Number 46!”

I looked at my watch as I stood up; only took ten minutes.

When I got to the counter, a kid (maybe 30) in a coat and tie asked, “Doctor Morrow?”’
He was holding a large manila envelope.

“Yup,” I told him. “And you are?”
“Please follow me, sir.”
We have a bunch of small conference rooms off the lobby, usually reserved for

purchasing to meet with vendors, interviews, things like that. Wait a minute -- I don’t think it’s
“we” for very much longer. I could only hope!
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We sat down. He opened the envelope and silently handed me the contents.

I skimmed the top page. “Thank God! I was worried the bastards were going to keep
me!”

The poor kid gave me a really, really confused look at that!

The anticipated layoff package -- with my 23 years of service, plus the 60 day notice
period, plus accumulated vacation, the layoff package maxed out at 12 months! Read it over
again -- I’d receive my “normal” direct deposit paychecks over that period, have insurance
coverage, looks okay. IfI signed a release promising not sue them, I’d get an extra $5k up front.
Reminder of my continuing duty of confidentiality, availability of COBRA coverage,
transferring my 401(k) plan. Hmmm -- should I call Paul? Nah. Read it through again, line by
line. Damn lawyers -- every grammatical sin you could imagine, and then some. Once more,
looking for gotchas. Should I have Paul go over it? Nah -- punt and move on.

I looked up at my handler.

“Do you have any questions?”” he asked.

“How long does it take you to get to sleep at night?”

I could see his reaction -- confusion then pain -- I’d hit a nerve, and I wasn’t sorry I’d
done it. “You’re working for reptiles,” I told him gently. “Look how they’re treating people
who have worked here over twenty years. That’s how loyalty is rewarded. How long will it be
before you’re sitting where [ am? Is it worth the shit you’re going through?”

No response, but I didn’t expect one. I plopped my secure token card on the table.

“Okay, I'm ready to sign. It wants a witness -- do they trust you, or do we need someone
else?”

He shook his head. “I can do that.” He put my token card in his envelope.
“I get copies of everything, right?”
“Copies will be mailed to...”

“That’s not what it says here,” I interrupted, and read from page two where it clearly said
I would be given copies of all these documents.

He blinked this time. “Okay, I’ll make copies while you’re cleaning out your office.”

“Don’t need anything. It’s all yours.”
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I signed. He signed. He went off to make copies. He came back with copies, handed
them to me, and I looked at them.

“It’s all there,” he said with some irritation.

I shook my head. “If you were in my shoes, would you double-check?”” I went back to
my stack of paper, taking my damn time.

“Looks like it’s all here,” I announced, and stood up. My handler turned to the door.
“One moment,” I said. He turned to face me, stepping back a bit. I held out my hand.
Surprised, he shook it. “Go out and get drunk tonight,” I told him. “And I wish you luck --
you’re going to need it a whole lot more than I am. I hope you can find a job you like. [ had a
great one for most of the time [ was here. But remember, loyalty isn’t rewarded, it’s abused.”
“Thanks,” he mumbled, and led me back to the lobby.

Ooh, nasty crowd! People were lined up out the door, and looking none too happy.

The woman who’d taken my badge yelled out, “Form one line to the right.” No “please”
in there, just point and yell.

I made eye contact with her and offered, “Is this how you would like to be treated?”

She gave me a nasty look.

“I’ll pray for you,” I told her with a smile. That always pisses people off!

My desire to laugh out loud was tempered by the looks and the vibes from the people
around me. How many of them were screwed? Some would retire, or easily go on to other
things. So sad. I’d moved from research to tech writing about eight years ago. I expected that
most of the writers I worked with would find new gigs pretty easily. Well, the good ones would.

An envelope on the driver’s seat of my car -- what the hell?

I laughed as I looked through it. Exhibitor’s badge to the Consumer Electronics Show in
Las Vegas, plane tickets out Wednesday morning and back Sunday morning, confirmation at
Bellagio for four nights! Looks like I’'m traveling! I stuffed that package back in the envelope,
and put it and my termination shit in my bag. Called Paul and told him I was on the way.

Half an hour later we were on our way to San Francisco. Paul looked over the
termination package, and didn’t give me too much shit for signing it. David told me it made

financial planning a little easier, or at least predictable.

Talked about my trip to CES; I thought it would be a good idea to get out of town for a
few days, and they agreed. Next week was MacWorld at Moscone Center; I’d take the train up
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for that one, and go at least one day, maybe two. David asked if [ was serious about selling the
house. I was. Okay, he’d get the ball rolling.

David wondered out loud how much money Vegas and MacWorld would cost me. I
laughed and told them I wasn’t a gambler, and I had more compute power than I needed already,
so I might only replace one or two machines.

Paul had directions to a place downtown, go around to a side parking entrance and
announce yourself. We did, were directed to a particular parking spot, and the gate opened.

We went upstairs to the lottery office, signed in, and were shown to a conference room.
Two folks came in and talked to us briefly. I gave them my ticket and they disappeared, but not
for long.

They came back smiling. The woman, Patricia, said, “Congratulations Mr. Morrow!”
and shook my hand. Handshakes all around -- it was official.

More folks joined us, financial, and of course state and federal tax folks. Details, details!
I was going to take it as a lump sum. Paul and David had the details, down to where to do the
wire transfer to a money market account. All well and good. We did that part of the paperwork.
Sandwiches were called for and arrived; we had a working lunch. I wiped the mustard off my
hands and used my fountain pen to sign things.

The next batch of people came in, the publicity people. The news media was of course
hot to know who the latest multimillionaire was. Some publicity was required. I understood
that, and told them I hoped they understood that I was interested in my privacy, and had certain
tools and techniques to help achieve my goals. When the publicity gal raised an eyebrow, I told
her that I’d be happy to pose for the ceremonial photo with the oversized check, but if
interviewed for radio and/or television, I fully intended to sprinkle obscenities into my responses
to minimize the amount of material suitable for broadcast. The gal looked shocked, but her boss
laughed and thought that was an interesting strategy. I replied, “Got that fucking right.”

The publicity gal muttered, “I think he means it!”
I smiled and said simply, “Yes!”

She braced herself, but after a few seconds when I didn’t say anything more, she sighed
in relief and turned to her boss with a look of concern. Her boss laughed.

Okay, we’d do the press thing at two, maybe three depending on availability of news
crews. We started going through the usual questions. I wasn’t going to give my address, just the
city. My home phone was unlisted, and I didn’t show up in a Google search. I expected that
would only slow people down a little. One of them asked what I did for a living, and I happily
told them I’d just been laid off, and named my ex-employer.

The gal turned pale! “Oh my!” she whispered.
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Her boss shook his head. “This may be a problem.”
Paul asked, “What’s a problem?”

“You didn’t hear?” the guy asked.

“What?” I responded.

The guy explained that an employee at my site went on a rampage this morning, killing
five and wounding three before taking his own life.

We moved to another conference room, one with a television set in it, and caught part of
the noon news. Holy shit -- at least one news crew had been on site, and it looked nasty.

A talking head mentioned the name of the shooter.
“Oh fuck,” I said, flopping back in my seat.
“Know him?” Paul asked.

I nodded. “Not closely -- he started two weeks before I did. Saw him queued up this
morning, and he looked really pissed. Most people did.”

“I think I need to talk to Sacramento,” the PR guy said unhappily.

Paul spoke up. “Going to be a news heyday -- a tale of two employees, started at about
the same time, one is a multimillionaire, the other...”

“Right...” the PR guy said. He left the room, shaking his head.

We watched more news coverage. The good news, if there was any, was that the
company was taking major shit for the way they handled the shutdown, and it wasn’t the first
time they’d pulled this stunt. I saw a tech writing colleague in tears. At least she was alive.

The PR guy came back, with two other folks. Sacramento wasn’t sure what to do -- no
big surprise. They thought about just putting out a press release with a picture and the minimum
details, but realized that it wouldn’t take long before someone figured out where I worked.
Maybe punt things to later in the week when they have more information.

I shook my head. “Do it now. Delay it and you’re covering things up, providing more
fuel for rumormongering. Besides, I’'m taking off on a business trip Wednesday morning and not

returning until Sunday.”

I looked to Paul, who nodded.
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“I believe you have a statutory requirement on making the transfers within 24 hours,” he
told them. “I agree with Brian though -- issue a printed press release with the minimum
information in it now, and let the rest play out. If you delay and we’re asked about it, we are
most emphatically not going to cover your ass.”

The senior PR guy looked to the turkey on his right.

That turkey had balls. He said, “Go make up the check! Let’s get this done and out the
door! The press is going to make up stories; I’m not going to give them more fuel! You two!
Move! You! Let’s draft the release, now! Get the one we used for the witness protection couple
last year; that’s a good place to start. Move!”

I smiled; that must have been a good one...

We whacked out the press release pretty quickly. They did the oversized check. A
photogeek came in and did pictures of me with the check and the lottery folks. I insisted on
copies of the digital files. They didn’t want to give them to me.

I smiled and asked to see the camera so I could at least pick the one I liked. Is that okay?

The photogeek handed me the camera, a nifty looking Canon, and showed me how to go
back and forth among (he said “between” and I corrected him) the images.

As I'looked at a pic, I dug the locators out of my left pocket. I set them on the conference
table in front of me, and put the camera down between them as I talked. “So can someone
explain to me why I shouldn’t have an electronic copy of a picture of me? Sure sounds like a
reasonable request, particularly since I’ve signed a release covering it, right? Paul?”

And by the time I’d finished speaking, I’d tapped the locators, put my right hand in my
coat pocket, and had a recording of the camera.

I returned the camera to the photogeek and pocketed the locators while people argued.
The last refuge of the scoundrel -- “I’ll have to check with Sacramento.”

“Fine. No big deal. Let’s move on,” I told them with a scowl.

Someone passed out copies of the press release for us to check.

I frowned and pulled out my pen, but laughed and put it away again. “Perfect! Just like
that! I insist -- no changes!”

Paul looked at me, looked at the page, and laughed as well. “Yes, this is great!”

The big cheese scowled at his minions. He scrawled his mark on the bottom of the
second page. “Send it out -- now.”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 29 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

They misspelled my name, Bryant Murrow rather than Brian Morrow.

Another geek came in, one of the finance ones? He handed Paul some paper. “The
transfers went through. Here are your copies. Revenue has theirs already.”

I leaned over to Paul. He smirked and whispered, “This one looks fine.”

I smiled and nodded. They got my name and social insecurity number correct on the
money part. That’s what counted.

The big cheese smiled. “Well, that’s better. Will you let us handle publicity on this if we
have any inquiries?”

“With pleasure,” Paul said, “Give me some of your cards.”

He handed some over. “My staff will respond appropriately to all inquiries.”

“And I’m going to make myself scarce,” I added, feeling a little sorry for his staff.

We shook hands. The lottery people abandoned us in the lobby.

“I like the press release,” I told Paul as we made our way to the basement.

“Yah, but was it the result of careful consideration, or incompetence?” David asked.
“It’s a blessing, either way,” I told them. “Gift horse -- saddle up and get out of town.”
“Got that right. Call me if anything happens?”” Paul reminded me.

“Oh, your home number is stored in my cell phone -- which is the only damn thing 'm
going to answer.”

Paul and David gave me their cell phone numbers, and I entered those. Damn, it was nice
being able to operate without reading glasses!

We talked about other details on the ride home. David would take care of real estate
brokers. I wasn’t interested in making a killing on the house -- as is, no weird deals. Ideally, I’d
like a family with kids. Maybe we could help someone out, lease the place, something like that.

Paul shot that one down, fast. I needed to sell it, to get completely away from it, if for no
other reason than to limit my own liability. A passer-by gets hit by a meteor while standing in

the street in front of my house is going to sue me, right?

I understood, all too well.
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Picked up my car and headed home.

Uh-oh... A police car was parked in front of my house! I turned to the right a block
before I got to my place and pulled over, grabbing my phone.

“Paul? There’s a cop car parked in front of my house. What the fuck do I do?”
“Where are you now?”

“On Magdalena, a block from the house.”

“Okay, stay there. I’'m on my way. We’ll greet ‘em together.”

It took him about ten minutes to get there, ten very long minutes. We drove to the house;
I parked in the driveway and he parked behind the cop car.

Paul was talking to the cops as I walked up.
“Doctor Morrow?” one of the cops asked.
“That’s me.”

They wanted to talk about the incident this morning; they were interviewing all those
who’d been run through the mill prior to the incident. I looked to Paul, who nodded.

They asked what I knew of the incident. I told them I’d seen news coverage at noon,
which included mention of the “alleged” shooter. When I left work in the morning, I’d seen him
standing in line, looking upset, but so did all the people around him.

They asked more questions. Had things in the building been normal? What does
“normal” mean? People were being thrown out of work with no notice! People were leaving in
tears! If you’re asking about violence, I didn’t see any. How about aggressive behavior? Oh
yeah, plenty of that, by the security guards and the people brought in from the East coast! We
talked about that for a bit.

They read me some names. I recognized two as people in the building but didn’t recall
seeing them. They asked me a few times about a John O’Connor. Nope, didn’t recognize the
name. Yes, I’m sure.

Then one of them told me he’s the guy who signed off my exit interview.

I told them in the five minutes I’d spent with him, he didn’t identify himself. He wasn’t
wearing a badge, didn’t tell me his name.

And they wanted to know why I had an attorney present. Paul jumped all over them on
that one! He represented me, and we’d been taking care of other matters.
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One of them walked away and talked on his cell phone for a bit.

He had some follow-up questions, still on the phone. Did I notice anything unusual about
the shooter? Nope. He looked upset? Yes, and so did the people around him, so he didn’t stand
out. Do you remember what he was wearing? Nope, just the look on his face, the look on other
people’s faces -- tears, shock, disbelief, anger.

Paul gave them his cards; they thanked us and took off. Paul and I talked inside for a bit.
His cell phone rang, and he answered it. Said, “Yes,” a few times, then, “Thanks,” and hung up.

He held out a hand; we shook. “Brian, you’re a wealthy man. That was my office; we
got confirmation of the wire transfers. You need to drop by tomorrow morning to sign the

revised trust documents.”

Why not now? Because they wouldn’t be ready until about ten in the morning, that’s
why! Okay, good answer.

He left.

And I was standing in an empty house again.

It was getting cold and blustery again. Yeah, “winter” in Northern California where |
live is pretty damn mild, and I like it that way. I remembered the undergrad years at Cornell;
that was why I went to grad school at Stanford!

Got my coat, made sure I had my phone, locked up the house, and went for a walk.

Standing on the hill overlooking the golf course again, alone this time. I laughed to
myself, at myself, shaking my head as the cold wind stung my face. The First Noble Truth --
shit happens. And that other one, about life being a shit sandwich -- the more bread you got, the
less shit you eat. Well, all of a sudden, I have a /ot of bread. More important, I’m healthy.
What do I want to do when I grow up?

Besides have someone to hold, and who will hold me? Money can’t buy that.

Laughed again -- but it sure as hell can rent it...

Nah, that’s not me.

Another thought -- Probes are flexible.

Let’s go home and have some dinner. Oh -- I had some pictures to look at, and a camera
to play with!
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Soup and good sourdough bread for dinner, and a glass of wine. Started doodling on a
pad of paper -- what do I want to do? See Australia, Europe -- hell, see the whole world, for a
start! Yeah, some parts, like a cruise around Tabhiti, or a barge on the Loire, should be done with
someone, but others -- a tour of science museums, starting in Munich -- those could be solo.

A lot of traveling, at least for a while, militated against a number of things, such as an
expansive estate, a dog. Tradeoffs everywhere... Sell the house -- how long did I have to roll the
money into another residence to minimize the tax hit? David and Paul would know. But a trust
holds the house. Questions for experts.

Retrieved the disk, and a few moments later, [ had a Canon digital camera, complete with
fancy auto-focus zoom lens, and a weird-ass connector on the side. It used a CF memory card --
I’d have to get a charger for the lithium battery, and a spare battery. Popped the memory card
out of the camera and put it into the card reader connected to the Mac.

Up pops iPhoto, ready to import 48 pictures. Sure, do it!

The last few were me, but those others! I had to laugh -- somehow I don’t think those
were lottery related! She had a nice body, but the look on her face -- she wasn’t enjoying the
experience... Deleted those, from my computer, and from the memory card.

Let’s hear it for Amazon -- picked up a PDF of the camera manual and started browsing
it. Ooch! The “L” series zoom lens goes for over $1500! Looks like a trip to K and S in Palo
Alto tomorrow for a battery and charger.

I thought I’d just skimmed the manual, but I found I could remember stuff from it quite
easily. My memory was better as well? Why not -- made for a good probe, right?

Then why didn’t I remember what people had been wearing this morning?

Better question -- why would I remember those faces forever? The looks of betrayal,
anger, fear... Did I want to watch the late-night news? No. The phone was quiet, and that was a
good thing. I updated the greeting on the answering machine, depersonalizing it.

Played with the camera some more. Pretty cool, and much more flexible than the little
point and shoot Nikon I carried around. Take the big one to CES, or the little one? The big one
could be fun. I snorted -- and pretty low risk, considering I had it “backed up.”

Gee, that could make traveling fun! Pack a bag, “back it up” and take the disk! But was
exposing those disks to inquiry and examination something I wanted to do?

Up to bed. I was tired, but wound up. I looked in the drawer -- three of the anti-anxiety

pills left. Laughed at myself; I had a functionally unlimited supply left! I recorded the three left,
and reproduced them a few times, putting them back in the bottle, taking one.
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Hmmm... Is there a way to get rid of these disks? I could end up with quite a few. Need
to check on that.

To bed, the blanket started in again, but all it took was a nasty thought, and it just held
me.

Oh, but it got me in the middle of the night, rocking, squeezing, teasing me. I was almost
awake as I came. What had she said? It knows what I need? It held me and rocked me, and I

went back to sleep.

Didn’t clear the alarm before I went to bed! Oh well, I was rested. No spots on me, or
the blanket, either. Bon apetit, mon ami! Still, my hair could use washing, so I showered.

Brushing it out, shaving afterwards -- look closer at the clown in the mirror. My
mustache is growing in darker! So is the hair in my head! More “observables!” And damn, but |
felt good! Did some warm-up yoga; I could do splits again, with ease! And I was strong and
stable in dolphin and balance poses.

Fruit for breakfast, vitamins, and a glass of skim milk. Moved to turn on the TV, but
didn’t. The camera place didn’t open for another hour at least.

Grabbed my coat, a hat, and went for a walk. My, but the streets are a zoo early in the
morning, full of kids going to school. I had a nice walk. We’d have rain in the next day or so --
the air had that garlic smell that means a storm is coming in from the South.

Picked up the camera, my work bag; no messages on the phone was good news.

K and S had the batteries, and the charger. The batteries came in two flavors -- high
capacity and expensive, and higher capacity and ridiculously expensive! I checked the camera; I
had the higher capacity one. They’d only come on the market in the last few months, so this one
should be practically new. I smiled; I was learning! I got the charger, a lens cap, and looked at
some other lenses. Picked up the family brochure. Might replace the viewscreen, but not today.

“Hey Paul, half an hour okay?” I asked when he got on the line.

“Sure. You see the news this morning?”

“Nope. Was I in it?”

“Not yet, just wondering how long the good news will last.”

“Well, my home phone hasn’t started ringing yet, so there’s still time.”

Met with Paul and David. David had a realtor and a cleanup crew scheduled for that
afternoon. Fine with me! The blanket was on the bed, underneath the cover, and I assumed that
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the environmental field generator would be inoperative to anyone without my link. Was that a
dangerous assumption?

Sitting in the parking lot, I pulled out my phone. Yes, it had numbers stored for Ellen
and Moira. I called Moira’s number and left a message that I had questions for her; please call,
and I missed her, especially in the mornings.

Got a sandwich for lunch, arranged a limo to take me to the airport in the morning, and
made it to the house in time to meet the realtor. A key to David and one to the lockbox on the
front for the realtor to use. A few clarifications -- as-is, and the right buyer is more important
than price. The “cleanup” crew was a cleaning and staging crew. Luckily I’'m not home enough
to mess the place up significantly! I went through the office and made sure I was rid of all of my
ex-employer’s documents, paper and electronic. It felt very good to dump that stuff!

Our first problem -- based on comparable properties, the realtor wanted to list the place
for 1.3 million! That’s what Silicon Valley and walking distance to three of California’s
Distinguished Schools do to property prices! I insisted on starting at eight hundred. She insisted
we could get 1.3 for the place, with dirty dishes in the sink. Fine, then start at eight hundred.
She pushed back. Finally I told her that / was the one selling the house, and she was helping me.
If she didn’t want to help me, I’d find someone else. If she thought it would go for 1.3, then
what’s the worry? It will bid up. I’m crazy -- get used to it.

She sighed and swallowed. We signed more papers. Oh, what was I looking for in a new
house? I wasn’t sure, but I knew it wasn’t in California.

We cleared out to let the cleaning/staging crew go at it. My current schedule had me
returning Sunday, so they could show to their heart’s content the next few days. I’d be happy to
look at a first round of offers Monday.

But what if we don’t get any?

I shook my head. Worst case, when her contract was up, I put a “For sale by owner” sign
in front and sell it for four hundred fifty, which still triples what I paid for the place. She turned
pale. David laughed. She looked up in the air for a bit, then smiled. I told her to contact David
with questions or offers. She shook our hands and took off.

When her car was out of sight, I told David, “If she wants it, it’s eight hundred cash, as-
is, she eats the commission and pays the fees. I have two weeks to move out. I don’t give a shit
about multiple closings. How does that sound?”

“Barely ethical on her part, but I think that’s what’s happening -- she’s undoubtedly out
trying to raise money right now.”

We went to dinner. David enlightened me as to how much I could give someone tax-free

per year. When we’d gotten the settlement on my wife, we’d set up trusts for my sister and her
kids. Could or should we up those? He’d look into it.
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I was watching Mythbusters when my cell phone rang a little after nine. I needed to set
up distinctive rings on the thing!

Moira! How was I doing? Other than missing her, experiencing a wide variety of life, I
told her. She laughed, then sighed. She’d seen the news. So far, I told her, the press hadn’t
made any connections. Told her about the lottery office misspelling my name, but that would
only be a hindrance. On my questions, yes, the field generator would only respond to my link,
which was active only when [ was wearing it. To get rid of the disks? That was easy. Turn
them upside-down, so the dull surface faces up. Tap three times. The disk glows red. Touch the
center of the disk and hold. It will feel as if it’s burning my finger, but that’s just nerve
induction. Keep holding and the disk will disappear. I liked it -- a good “Are you sure?” check.

Had I gotten the tickets? Yes, and I was looking forward to it, hadn’t been to CES in a
decade or so. Anything in particular I should look for? A very cagey no.

Will I still see you in a few weeks? Oh yes, | would. She asked if the blanket had been
good. I laughed and told her it took hints, but ambushed me in the middle of the night. She told
me it would undoubtedly do the same when I got back. She started to say something else but
laughed. The phone was making funny beeping noises at me. I told her I thought I was running
out of battery, so we said our goodbyes.

Call waiting -- David was calling.

“The bitch had the nerve to offer seven hundred!” he told me. “I told her it was eight
cash, and she eats all the fees and commissions.”

‘CAnd?i’

“She gulped and took it. She’ll have a check Friday.”

“Fine. Have I signed enough stuff for you and Paul, or do I have to do more?”

“We’re set. You’ll need to roll the money into another residence, but you have a year.”

“So, David, am I nuts to do this?”

He sighed before he answered. “Paul and I talked about it. We don’t think so. If you
sold at six, that would be crazy and would expose you to tax penalties, but eight is reasonable, as
is your desire to move and quickly. I’m still surprised your phone is quiet. There was a short
Lottery writeup in today’s Mercury News, misspelled name and all, but the shooting is getting
far more ink. Oh, the company is really taking gas in the press for the way they treated people.

Did you know there was a suicide in the parking lot at the San Diego site when they closed it?

“Fuck no, hadn’t heard that!”
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“There was, and they evidently paid off a bunch of people to keep it quiet. That’s one of
the things haunting them. You don’t have any stock, do you?”

“Hell no! Bailed on that last year when they canned the Sojourner project.”
“That’s trading on inside information, my friend...”

“Nope -- Sojourner was back East. I moved what little 401(k) money I had in the stock
into an index fund two days after the public announcement.”

“Okay, that’s good. You had me worried for a moment.”

“I try and play it clean -- particularly when there’s a risk of my ass going to jail,” I told
him. Then I thought about the camera... How clean?

“That’s a good strategy. We don’t want to join you.”

“When I went off to college, my mom told me, ‘Just imagine your mother is watching.’”
He laughed. “What did you say to that?”

“I told her that was pretty kinky... I’ll try and not give in to temptation too much.”

“Call if you have questions, Brian -- and call before you jump off the clift.”

“Sound advice. Talk to you later.”

I’d missed most of the show. Screw it -- I had to get up earlier than usual. I disabled
automagic login on all the computers and went upstairs to bed.

The blanket let me go to sleep, just holding me, but got me in the middle of the night

again. This time [ woke, right on the edge, being held to a soft breast-like form, sucking, while it
squeezed me and milked my stem. Then it rocked me back to sleep.
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5

I hadn’t been to the Consumer Electronics Show in over a decade. For a number of
years, | worked the show. Larry, the perennial booth captain in those days, knew I didn’t stay
out drinking and carousing until dawn. Those had been fun times.

The flight had been packed, of course, but transport to the hotel was free, and check-in
was easy. [ was on a “club” floor, all non-smoking. Dropped my bags, took a leak, got the
camera, show badge, and a bag with a shoulder strap for stuff, and headed for the zoo.

And I thought it was huge a decade ago! I picked up an exhibit guide and looked it over.
I knew I wanted to spend at least a day at high-end audio. Might cost me money down the road,
but it would be more fun than some of main floors. I had relatively little interest in car stuff;
whatever vehicle I bought, I was sure I didn 't want a DVD player in it!

Wandered looking at amazing excesses... Took a picture of a booth babe, and
surprisingly, one of her colleagues offered to take a picture of us together! That was nice.

My phone rang -- David. Would I take four now and four and a half in thirty days? No,
it’s eight, cash on the barrelhead and she’s got until Monday, right? Tell her to wear shorter
skirts. David laughed and said he wouldn’t tell her that last part. I hoped he wouldn’t! He was
sorry to bug me, but it was a legitimate offer, and he was obliged to contact me. Fine -- eight is
eight, try and explain that to her. He laughed and told me to have a good time. I told him I was.

Walking around the floor, the ring, the link on my right hand felt like it was buzzing or
itching or something. Came and went, stronger, lighter, sometimes nothing at all. Weird!

Damn, I should have brought the In-N-Out burger disk with me! I had a few hundred in
cash, but lunch was expensive! I’d deliberately left the locators and disks at home.

And after an early lunch, the link was bugging me again, stronger this time.

Eventually I took it off and put it in my pocket. Much better.

Walking along, such excess. Reminded me of the story of the Buddhist master who
every time he visited a large city, wanted to go to department stores. Why? To see all the things
he didn’t want! So much stuff! Why would I want a one hundred eight inch plasma display?

A booth droid told me, “Isn’t it beautiful?” as I looked at the display.

“Yeah,” I told him. “Dog food commercials are going to look fucking gorgeous!”

People around me snickered.

I saw the Nikon booth ahead. I wanted to stop there, as I’ve always been a Nikon fan,

well, until the Canon fell into my lap.
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And I saw her -- a little shorter, black hair, dynamite figure from the back and dressed
professionally but still to kill. She was talking with two guys behind the glass counter. No, she
was captivating them, and in Japanese, which I understood, once my head stopped wobbling.

She was handling a fancy Nikon with an equally fancy lens on it. She set it down in front
of her on the display case. Four other lenses and some other goodies were sitting next to it.

I saw the link ring on her right hand. As she talked, she pulled out two coins, put them
on the case forming a targeting rectangle, tapped them and put her right hand in her coat pocket.

Damn!

I dug my link from my pocket as I walked up behind her. I slipped it on and it buzzed
like crazy!

She turned around to look at me. Very, very pretty!

In what I hoped was our private tongue, I asked, “Will you make one for me, too?”” I held
up my right hand so she could see my link.

She smiled and stepped closer; we hugged.

Her name was Diane. How long had I been doing this? I told her, about a week. She
shook her head in amazement -- over a year and a half for her, this was her second trip to CES.

I turned to the guys behind the counter and told them in Japanese that got easier to speak
as [ went, that we were old friends. I thanked them for their time; we would probably be back
later. Diane thanked them as well. They scooped up the camera and lenses, and as we moved
away, more people came up to the counter to ask questions.

“So that’s what the tingling means!” I told her, holding out my right hand. The stone in
the link was glowing slightly, or was it all the lights?

She held hers out; hers was definitely glowing.

She slipped her arm into mine as we walked. She was from Boston, here to thaw out. I
told her I was from Silicon Valley, but moving most likely to Washington State to avoid income
taxes. She laughed and told me she actually lived in New Hampshire, for that reason. We both
flew out Sunday, and were both staying at Bellagio, although on different Club floors. She had

reservations for dinner -- would I like to join her? Yes, I would!

We had fun! It was so nice to be with a pretty, intelligent woman! She asked tough
questions -- she knew her stuff.

I bugged people as well, not buying marketing hype. Hell, I used to edit that shit!
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I also had my picture taken with more booth babes; Diane did the honors.

After one, where I had a sweetie on each arm, I took Diane’s arm again and muttered,
“Must be my after-shave!”

Diane laughed, then stopped and turned me to face her, pulling us out of the foot traffic
and to the side. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you? It’s really been only a week?”

Yes, only a week, and what haven’t I figured out?
She asked, “What about me?”

I shook my head. “What about you? You’re intelligent and beautiful! You stand out,
and it’s not just...”

She laughed and hugged me. She switched to our own language. “It’s part of what they
did to us. Many women find you irresistable -- even dressed as you are.”

Dressed as I was? I took umbrage to that remark, and evidently it showed.

But she laughed again, and hugged me again. Then she smirked. “We’ve got time.
You're getting a new wardrobe. Come on, you....”

She wasn’t kidding. She explained as we crossed the floor and headed the hotel. When
she saw me, she was drawn to me, even before she saw my link. She’d gone through it as well --
changing over the period of a few weeks. Oh, she did so many things differently, with dress and
makeup, but as I’d said, it was something on the inside, some change...

We visited up-scale shops at Bellagio. New sports coat, turtle necks, slacks, which she
insisted on paying for, cash. I looked at myself in the mirror. “Wow!” I said. “I never thought

of myself as ... dashing?”

Diane laughed. “Just the start, honey -- in a month, they’ll be hanging from you. We are
going to have so much fun on Saturday!”

“What’s Saturday?”

“I’m taking you to the other trade show in town,” she told me enigmatically.

We picked up a few more clothes, which she dropped off to get cleaned, pressed and
delivered to her room, along with our day-bags from the show. “The best we can do short of

custom tailoring. Have you been to Toronto?”

“Nope. When should I visit?”
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She hugged me. “That’s the spirit. I’ll have to check calendars, but soon. I know a
wonderful little place to stay, and I can get you outfitted properly. You need to improve your
dress.” She rearranged my ponytail and suggested I could use a facial and a trim.

“Yes, dear,” I told her and hugged her waist.

She laughed. “Such an intelligent man!”

We were still at the concierge desk for the club floors. “What time is dinner?” I asked.

She sighed. “Shortly -- we should get going. I managed a reservation, but it’s an early
one. Don’t worry, we’ll have time...”

I liked the way she said that.
“Did you bring your ... blanket?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Nope, left it home. Wasn’t sure about traveling with those things.”

She raised an eyebrow and nodded. ““A risk, yes. I brought mine -- I thought you could
stay with me...”

I looked into her eyes. “I have to warn you -- ’'m a compulsive snuggler.”
She smiled more and moved her hips against mine. “That sounds delicious.”

We could take the tram most of the way to dinner, but it was going to be a while before
one arrived. Luckily, we had a place to sit while we waited.

“When do I get to see that camera?” I asked her.
We were sitting together, holding hands. Touch, contact felt so nice.

“Oh!” she said, and dug a disk out of a pocket. She turned her purse on its side and put
the disk on it.

She was going to do it here?

But she touched the disk with the index fingers of both hands, and pulled them apart from
the center of the disk. Now there were two disks on her purse! She handed me one.

“Didn’t know about that, I take it?”’ she asked.
“Learn something every day,” I told her. “I just learned how to get rid of the things.”

She nodded. “That’s important, too.”
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“Hey -- my link stopped bugging me!”
She nodded. “So did mine, after we touched. Guess it’s a proximity sensor.”
I nodded. “It was bugging me on and off this morning.”

She nodded as well. “It got pretty strong when I started talking to the Nikon folks, then it
went away completely.”

“It was bugging me, so I took it off.”

She looked horrified. “Don’t do that! Don’t ever take it oft!”

“Really? Why?”

She sighed. “Got me on that one, but they really made it sound important.”
“Who?” I pried.

“Allan and Moira, the two who ...”

“Ellen and Moira?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, Allan, a guy, and Moira, a girl.”

I chuckled. “Allan, a head and a half taller than Moira? Likes sleeping in very light gee
with a blanket, while Moira likes it heavier, and doesn’t go for a blanket?”

She smiled. “Yeah... So Allan became Ellen?”
I shrugged. “It’s a guess. Here comes the tram. Oh, can I see your phone?”

We got on the tram and found seats. She dug out her phone, same model as mine. “I’ve
had this one for about three months,” she told me.

“I meant to ask -- have you had the tingling link feeling before?”

She thought for a moment. “Once, Terminal 4 at Heathrow for a few minutes. I wasn’t
sure what it was, and I was hustling to change planes.”

Found it! “Here, look at my phone, and yours. These have the pseudo-walkie-talkie

feature in them, and they’re configured to just show stations in close proximity -- look -- yours
shows ‘Brian’ and mine shows ‘Diane’ -- pretty cool!”
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She nodded. “So the next time I feel my link tingle, I can whip out the phone and see
who’s nearby?”

I shrugged. “That’s my guess. Have to see -- we can try it tomorrow.”

It was a short walk from the tram to the restaurant, a Continental-style place from the
looks of it. The lobby was crowded -- with smokers. I forget how lucky we are in California.

Diane pushed her way up to the desk, told the guy standing there we had a reservation,
gave her name.

When he shook his head after a moment and started to give her some bogus line, she
reached over the top of his podium, pointed to an entry on his list, and lit into him in French.
Make that nasty, dockworker French! I already knew some French, so my head only did a little
of the woogy-woogy thing as expanded knowledge fell into place.

The guy backpedaled fast, yes, he’d seat us as soon as possible. He looked startled.

I put a hand on her shoulder and told her in French, “Please, dear, we’ll be fine. There’s
no need to get upset.”

The guy looked at me. I continued in French, “I’ll try and calm her, but... When she gets
upset... In Barcelona, the blood, it was terrible...” 1 shook my head, smiling and rubbing her
shoulders.

The guy turned a little pale and scurried away.
Diane gave me a fierce smile.

We were seated fairly quickly, and had a very nice dinner. She ordered the wine, as |
only know California wines. I had lamb, she had beef. Presentation and flavor were superb.

When the check arrived, I reached for my wallet and started to pull out a credit card.
Diane put a hand on mine and frowned. She dug in her purse and under the table slipped me a
paper-clipped sheaf of hundred dollar bills. I nodded. That’s how I’d do it, separate the stacks
so I didn’t slip someone two with the same serial number.

Should I have felt more queasy about paying that way? I could argue that they were
legitimate, right? Not really. I had no doubt at all that she had plenty more where those came
from, with matching numbers. But who in this transaction was getting screwed? The damage
done by the transaction was remote, but still there. I’m a physicist, not an economist.

But my nose still works, and this smells. I did it anyway, telling the waiter, “Keep the
change.”
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“You’ll adapt,” Diane told me as I took her arm and walked us out of the place. They
had quite the crowd waiting.

She wanted to visit casinos on the way back to the hotel. Fine, but I’'m not a gambler.
She laughed and told me to enjoy myself.

I squeezed her waist and told her I would.

We took the tram back to our neck of the woods, and walked around. The first place
wasn’t to her liking, I guess.

Walking to the second one, my nose was getting stuffy. Probably the cigarette smoke
and cold, dry air, I told myself. But when we went inside, I noticed everything had an orange

tinge to it...

Click! Nasal congestion, color fringes -- side effects of erectile dysfunction drugs!
Levitra, Cialis, those things -- between salad and our entrees, I’d gone to the loo. She must have!

She queued up at a cashier’s window. Standing behind her, I leaned over and bit her
neck. “We need to get up early, you know,” I whispered hotly in her ear.

She shivered; I put an arm around her and gave her a squeeze.
She sighed as she turned. “Don’t worry, honey -- we’ll get to bed plenty early...”

She got two hundred in chips. I decided to get one hundred, from the stack she’d given
me. I glanced to her as I took out a bill, questioning. She just smiled.

She found a blackjack table. I watched for a while, but didn’t care for that.

I watched a roulette wheel for a bit. Wandered to a different wheel. Watched it. Started
placing bets on pure hunch.

Funny; I’m left handed, but I was doing this right handed. I had a feeling where to put
chips on the board.

I did well. I started placing multiple bets, including ones that didn’t feel right. If
anything, that helped me fine-tune the feeling.

A bar-cutie asked me if [ wanted anything to drink; I asked for a whiskey sour, and was
quickly delivered a very strong one.

At about $1800 ahead I bowed out, leaving a $50 chip for the table. Went to the cashier

and cashed in my chips. Snort -- now I had a handful of crisp hundred dollar bills, most likely
with different serial numbers than the ones I’d been given.
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Found Diane at a different table. Kissed her on the neck but didn’t say anything.
She played out her hand, thanked the dealer, and collected her chips.

We walked out arm in arm after she cashed in.

“How did you do?” she asked.

“I can repay you for dinner,” I suggested.

“Don’t worry about that, dear,” she laughed, and squeezed me.

I stopped by my room and grabbed my bag. Luckily, I hadn’t unpacked.

My new clothes had already made it to her room. The shirts felt a /ot better; the one |
was wearing still had sizing in it. I took off my coat and started scratching.

Diane laughed. “Give me the cash, and then why don’t you get out of those horribly
scratchy clothes...”

I gave her the money I’d won at the casino, got my overnight kit, and used the bathroom.
I drank a few glasses of water and brushed my teeth, after I used the loo. Not used to drinking
that much, half a bottle of wine and a strong cocktail.

When I stepped out, wearing my boxers, socks, and a smile, with my clothes over my arm
Diane was seated at the table. She had a nice-looking Sony laptop -- guess she wouldn’t be
interested in joining me for MacWorld, but I’ll ask anyway. She also had piles of cash, and the
Nikon camera and lenses.

A small travel case was open at her feet; [ saw a few recording disks in it.
“You flew with those?”

She nodded, then sat back and chuckled. “Know what happens when you put them
through the security X-ray?”

I shook my head.

“Nothing -- they don’t show up! Yeah, the first time, I did it by mistake, and freaked out.
But they don’t show up! If I'm asked, I say they’re prototype digital storage devices, trade
secret, and I can’t let them out of my sight. Oh, here’s your stack -- [ added in mine.” She
handed me a paper-clipped stack of hundred dollar bills, and some twenties. She pulled out a
glossy Nikon brochure and went through it, checking off lenses.

I shook my head. “You know, some of their best lenses are the classic ones -- the 24, 35,
55 macro, 85 -- before autofocus. I don’t think they make a PC, that’s perspective correction,
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lens anymore. The 35 PC is a classic; [ used to have one, but it got dropped.” My old F2 body
died years ago. Linda, my wife, never liked the bulk, so we went through a series of point-and-
shoot things.

She furrowed her brow a bit, nodding. “They have a case of those things around the
other side of the booth -- I’ll have to check them out.” She closed the brochure and capped her
pen, stretching sensuously and sighing.

She gave me a lusty look. “But now I think it’s time for bed...”

She brushed my stomach with her fingertips as she walked by me.

It was going to be a good night!

When she came back, I could smell her perfume.

“Why don’t you make one more visit,” she suggested to me.

I could take a hint -- give her time to stage...

When I returned to the bedroom, she was on the bed with a pale green blanket around
her. The blanket seemed to be doing a nice job warming her up... I joined her, in lighter gravity.

Pushing the blanket out of the way, I went between her legs to devour her.

Tasty and loud, and the blanket helped. I moved into her arms and let things happen.
went to sleep with her head on my shoulder.

I think it was the blanket that woke us in the morning. Nice wake-up! We had time to
snuggle and snooze a little more before the alarm went off.

“Shower with me?” she asked.

“Of course -- I’ll wash your back.”

She chuckled. “At least...”

I was surprised when she took the blanket to the bathroom with us.

We showered, washing our hair, and the rest as well. I liked washing her hair, and she
did mine.

“I bet in a month the spots will be filled in,” she said as she washed mine. “I can already
see darker color in the roots, and regrowth.”

When we got out, I reached for a towel, but she laughed and said, “Don’t do that!
Watch!”
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She picked up the blanket and it flowed around her, all over her! She was dry in nothing
flat, from head to toe. She pulled me closer, and wrapped it around me.

Quite the sensation, having that thing dry me! It stuck tendrils in my ears, and was most
thorough with my balls!

“Save me a lot of time cleaning towels, that’s for sure,” I told Diane.

She pulled me to a kiss.

Before we dressed, she turned me around, looking, sizing me up.

“You need to do some weight work -- not a lot,” she told me, “but some to tone your
shoulders, waist, and hips. Your legs are gorgeous as is. You’re going to be quite popular in a

few months, honey...”

We managed to get dressed. We picked up our show bags. I took the Canon and she
took the Nikon with a zoom lens.

“How are you going to truck all that stuff back?” I asked as we walked down the hall to
the elevator.

She sighed. “Think, honey -- I’'m not. For the cameras, I’ll pull the memory cards I’ve
used, and just take those. I’ve got the recordings, right?”

That made sense. “And just leave the stuff here, or what?”

She stopped and looked at me in disbelief, then smiled. “Okay, something else you don’t
know about. You know about getting rid of the disks?

“Yeah, tap the dull side three times then hold it when it turns red; expect it to hurt.”

She nodded. When we got in the elevator, there were other people present, all Anglos.
She switched to our language and told me that if I took my locators and tapped them three times,
I would select a target object. Hold the locators, it will hurt, but the object will disappear.
Anything -- doesn’t have to be something that was replicated.

“So I don’t have to take out the trash anymore?” I suggested as we got off the elevator.

“Nope, not unless you want to.”

We had a good breakfast, considering it was included and lunch would be expensive. We
planned the day. We’d spend the morning on the main floor together, but I wanted to head over

to High End Audio around lunch time. She had appointments on the main floor after that, but
she’d find me and join me around four in the afternoon. With a twinkle in her eye, she said she
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was still working on things for the evening. I told her sleeping in was fine with me. She laughed
and said we’d get the chance, not to worry.

We saw interesting stuff, and weird stuff. A number of times I saw her go through the
same routine, distracting someone while she duped an object. Why? What was she going to do
with that stuff? I didn’t understand, unless the motivation was the thrill of the chase.

Oh, dressed better, I got more attention from booth babes. Diane took pictures, with
“her” camera, and with mine. She reiterated -- put a couple of inches on my shoulders, trim up
my waist, tailored clothes...

We split up with a hug and a kiss and I headed to High End Audio. Stopped at a
sandwich shop on the way, and got a good lunch for under ten bucks!

High End -- wow! It had changed in the last decade. Well, some aspects had changed. If
anything, the snake-oil content had increased. When I’d bowed out of CES, people were just
starting to peddle wire that sounded better than other wire, capacitors rolled on the thighs of
virgins... Some of the stuff I saw in the first half hour made those turkeys look like Mormons.

The 33rpm LP record, also known as the licorice pizza, was still in vogue, at least in the
high end.

Listened to some interesting stuff. Even with a bottomless bank account, though, I
couldn’t see spending several thousand dollars for a single-channel audio amplifier, let alone
sixty thousand for a pair of speakers. Oh, the more expensive the speakers, the uglier.

Stepped into one room, a company showing solid-state equipment. Good looking,
sounded good -- they were playing it through full-range electrostatic speakers, which I liked. 1
looked over their literature. Had a seat, as they weren’t too busy.

Talked to one of the principals about the gear. Solid design, solid construction. When I
told him the boards looked like they were from some of my HP test equipment, he laughed and
told me he considered that a compliment. It was, I agreed. Turns out the founders had been with
HP in Colorado before they were laid off. Oh sorry, “workforce managed.”

One of his colleagues asked me what I thought of their stuff. Told him it was good, but
they didn’t belong in this area.

Oh, why?
Because they were rational.
Both of them laughed.

I told him of my visit to the wire voodoo place next door -- monocrystalline silver cables?
For AC power? One of the guys asked if I’d listened to their spiel.
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I shook my head. Yeah, I had, but most of it was too fuzzy to even be bullshit. Their
technical stuff? Even worse, I told them. I happen to have a Ph.D in Physics, and did postdoc
work on grain boundary problems in crystalline superconductors, so I could say definitively that
aspects of their so-called technical stuff were wrong, wrong, wrong. And special optical
interconnects? Sorry, I didn’t understand it.

Another guy asked what I thought about that aspect of the business, the specialty cables.

I laughed; someone handed me a cold can of Pepsi. In one sense, more power to them --
but it’s like the astrology column in the newspaper -- it abets and encourages fuzzy thinking.
The optical interconnects we used in the lab were adequate for measuring picosecond jitter in 40
gigabit signals. Should work for digital audio, no?

Well, speaker cables, long runs...

I shook my head. The last high-end system I had, before my wife remodeled the house,
and they didn’t “fit in” anymore, were a pair of Acoustat electrostatics with MOSFET power
amps, sitting on the back of the speakers with about a foot and a half of speaker wire on each
side. I’m putting together a new system, and as much as I’d like to, I don’t have the time to
design and build my own, and your stuff looks really good.

We talked about the speakers for a bit -- Martin Logan, electrostatic on the top and cones
on the bottom. Sounded good, reasonably priced, at least for the venue -- six to ten grand. They
were running them bi-amped; nice setup. One of the guys gave me a card, and told me to give
them a call. I gave them one of my sideline-cards. Ooh, would I be interested in editing and
ghost-writing some manuals? One of the guys motioned me off to the side.

We stepped outside into the hall. They had a potential problem -- they were negotiating
manufacturing in Japan and Europe, but they needed updated documentation, theory of ops, that
kind of thing. Was I interested?

I could be -- would I be working from schematics and block diagrams, or did they have
some ops documentation already? Did they want me to do the Japanese as well?

Eyebrows went up. Did I speak Japanese, he asked?

I nodded. French and German, too.

He smiled and ducked back into their suite.

They’d put together a care package for me when they got back to their shop. I gave them
my cell phone number; they had the e-mail address. Told them I’d be at MacWorld next week,

and possibly moving the week after, but the cell phone would work wherever I was.

We shook hands and went different ways.
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Good stuff, weird stuff -- magic rings that make CDs sound better? How can that work?
My phone rang, a different noise -- Diane!

“Hi sweetie,” I answered.

“Hey honey, how are you doing?”

“Looking around, having fun. What’s up?”

“Could we meet at six thirty or a quarter to seven? I’ve got tickets for a show tonight.”
“Sounds fine! Where?”

“Not sure just yet. Probably ... There’s a party before the show, that would work.”
“Okay, have fun and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do...”

She laughed. “You have fun too, honey...”

I liked the Martin Logan speakers. It was clear to me that I needed to know where I was
going to live, though...

The language thing was weird -- spent some time in one suite helping Japanese and
French talk to each other. That got me to a hospitality suite where I could sit and enjoy things.

Diane called from a noisy place. I needed to drop off my camera and show stuff; I could
meet her in about 45 minutes.

A few minutes late, but I found her. She was in a crowd, holding a drink, feeling and
smelling hot and sticky. She must have had a good afternoon!

Don’t know who our benefactor was, but they were providing an open bar and a
seemingly infinite amount of shrimp and tasty sauce. I decided I was taking things too seriously,
especially when a young lady, Karen, attached herself to me. Diane had a few guys hovering
around her. Maybe I should have moved things back to my room... Let it go...

Most of the crowd headed to a performance by the Blue Man Group. What a trip! Loud
and a lot of fun. A hospitality suite afterwards, with Diane still making her selection for the

night. I was guessing Karen had already made up her mind from how close to me she stayed.

Karen and I were talking with some other folks to loud but very high quality music when
Diane pulled me aside and whispered to me, “You’re on your own tonight.”

I kissed her neck. “I guessed. Do I have time to get my things out of your room?”
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“Don’t worry about it,” she said with a lusty smile.

I glanced at my watch; it was half past ten. [ wasn’t tired; I was still going strong. It’s
just this wasn’t my thing.

I leaned over to Karen, kissed her neck, and whispered, “I’m about ready for bed...”

She smiled and added, “About time...”

We made our exit quickly. We were the sole elevator occupants on the ride to the lobby.
“Karen,” I said, holding her hand. “This is your decision -- no pressure.”

She shook her head, smiling. She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it
again.

“Really,” I told her. “Up to you.”

She shook her head again. “Actually, I need a place to sleep tonight.”

“Not a problem. Do you need to pick up anything? I’m at Bellagio.”

She nodded. “Yah, on the way... I think I have time...”

I asked when she had to be at the show tomorrow and she groaned. “It doesn’t make any
sense! They have these stupid mandatory meetings at 9 in the bloody A M, everyone has to be
there, and the only shift I have tomorrow is two through five!”

I laughed and hugged her. “I understand completely. Your booth captain is a veteran!
They’re shaking out the dependable ones from the ones that will stay up most of the night and
drag in at nine on two or three hours of sleep, if that.”

She looked me in the eye and nodded. “Didn’t think of that.”

“I used to work shows, including CES, and we had the same thing. Boy, seeing some of
those folks at nine, hung over and without much sleep... Do you have to be in show dress?”’

“At nine? Thank God, no!”

I shook my head. “That’s a screwup. Should have everyone show in full booth attire --
that way if someone is too far gone, you can dump ‘em and slot in someone else.”

She smiled. “I’ll suggest that -- when we get back!”

“You’re intelligent as well as beautiful,” I told her.
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She sighed, holding my hand as we made our way to the street. “Some times I wonder.”
She suggested I wait for her in the lobby of her hotel.

“No problem -- my place is closer, if you want to bring a change of clothes for tomorrow.
After you check in, we can walk the floor together if you like.”

“That’s sweet -- and a good idea.”

She wasn’t gone long.

It was a short walk to my place.

I let her into the room. “Suggestion -- run the bath hot and soak your feet for a few
minutes, then shower. I need to retrieve things from upstairs. I’ll be back in ten minutes or so.
Okay?”

She nodded. “Good idea!”

I popped upstairs to Diane’s room and got my stuff. On top of the bag were two
envelopes. Each felt like it had disks in it. One was labeled “Nikon -- wait until you’re home.”
The other had an equally vague reference, “Open at home.”

When I got back downstairs, the bathroom door was closed and the bath was running.

I turned on the TV, almost out of reflex, and found a news show. Weather for the Vegas
area, cool and clear. The bath stopped and the shower started.

The next-to-last story was an update on the shooting on the West Coast earlier in the
week. Another wrinkle in the story had developed -- two employees who started within weeks of
each other, one took seven lives including his own, and the other, it seems, won California’s $60
million lottery. Cut to a local fluff piece. I turned off the TV.

No names, no pictures -- not enough time? I’ll find out eventually.

Karen came out after a bit wearing a hotel robe over what looked to be a cotton nightie.
She gave me a shy smile. “You have great ideas.”

I nodded. “I’ve got another one -- lay down, feet over the edge a little.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Please -- I promise, no pressure.”

She nodded and collapsed on the bed with a sigh.
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I made a brief trip to the loo. Hand cream would have to do. I grabbed a small towel.
I turned off the room lights, leaving the bathroom light on, and plopped by the foot of the
bed. I put some cream in my hands and rubbed them together lightly, warming. Then I started

massaging her feet.

A big sigh after a short while. I worked on her feet for half an hour or so. I wiped her
feet, then my hands as I stood up. I kissed her forehead. “Get into bed,” I whispered.

I cleaned up in the bathroom. I was tired, but it was a good tired.

I left my boxers on, and put on a T-shirt before getting into bed. Hmmm -- the first night
in a while not sleeping in low gee.

I woke in the middle of the night to a warm body curled up next to me, her head on my
shoulder. I held her and kissed her head. After a while, I wiped the tears from my face with my
other hand.
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6

We snuggled in the morning. Karen held me, my head to her chest, hearing her heart
beat. Oh how I love that sound!

I gave her another squeeze and said, “We need to get up so we can get breakfast.”
She held me close, sighing, “But I like it where I am!”

We got up anyway, cleaning up and getting dressed pretty much in silence. As we went
down to breakfast, she squeezed my hand.

“Thank you. What you did last night was wonderful. This morning was nice, too.”
“You’re very welcome! I love to snuggle...”

She sighed. “I might need refuge again.”

“Wild roommate?” I asked.

She shook her head with a mild snort. “Not at all. Her boyfriend is here, with another
company, working the show. She’s trying to keep him from running wild...”

I nodded. “And the best way to do that is keep him close.”
“That’s it. And they’re enjoying the time together. I hope.”
We queued up for breakfast. “Help get things shaken out, anyway.”

We talked more as we ate. She did marketing, mainly preparing marketing materials,
working with product managers.

As we walked to the hall, I told her, “You’re dressed way too well this morning -- if I
was running the show and someone shows up looking green, I’d toss them and keep you.”

She turned her head and smiled. “But wouldn’t you keep me anyway?”

“Yes I would, dear... Oh, let’s synchronize phone numbers so you can find me.”
“Where’s your booth?” she asked.

I held a finger to my lips conspiratorially. “Shhh... A ruse -- it gets me better access.”

She nodded. “It’s fun to look around before the doors open and the place is mobbed.”

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 54 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

I dropped her at her booth; large, and with a nice soft pad under the carpet. Standing
around for hours takes its toll on your feet!

I wandered a bit, looking at booths in the area. I should check in and see what’s
happening. I found a place to sit on the outer edge of a booth, and got out my phone.

“Hey Paul,” I said when I got him on the line. “Saw a little bit on the local news last
night -- tale of two employees -- no names, though. What’s happening?”’

“Yeah, it didn’t take long for the media to figure it out. You got out of town in time.
We’ve been punting requests to the Lottery, and they’ve been ignoring them. But things have
died down quick; I expect by the time you get back, they’ll be quiet again. You’ve gotten the
expected scam calls on your answering machine at home, which we’ve handled. Same for
weirdness in the mail box. One call from your ex-employer; that can wait until Monday. Oh,
that real estate woman -- you know she’s going to flip the place, don’t you?”

“Know it and don’t give a damn,” I confirmed.

“Okay, that’s what I got from David. She tried wiggling a bit more, but both of us told
her eight cash, clean, on Monday. I think she’s going to do it. Where are you going to live?”

“No idea right now, other than Nevada or Washington. I like the ocean, so Washington is
probably it. Do something short-term while I look around and find something more permanent.”

“How’s Vegas? How much money have you spent?”

I laughed. “Raked in more than I’ve spent so far, but I have seen some nice audio
equipment. But before you gloat, I know I need to find a permanent place to live before I do
anything on that scale, and I’m only talking in the neighborhood of twenty grand.”

He chuckled. “Okay, you’re sounding sane still.”

“Was my name in the media?”

“Oh yeah, but thanks to the good people at the Lottery, I don’t think most people know
which spelling is correct; I’ve seen more variants in the press than you could imagine. Your
realtor has it figured out though, and doesn’t want the notoriety.”

“Anything more from the cops?”’

“Nope, not a word.”

“Should I call David?”

“If you want to, but there’s no need. Check in with us when you’re back in town Sunday,
and plan on dropping by my office Monday morning. When does your show in the City start?”
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“Tuesday, but I probably won’t go up until Wednesday. Figure I’ll visit Washington
state the following week, unless I don’t. How quickly do I have to get out of town to minimize
the California tax hit?”

“The way the trusts are set up, you don’t, really, unless the rules change. One of the
things we need to talk about on Monday is your allowance. You still have the ability to make
larger purchases, but we want to set a baseline.”

“Got it. I'm still getting paid by the other place, remember. I’'m going to be incurring
some travel expenses, and I have no great desire to fly coach on long flights.”

“Understandable. There are business aspects we can look at for travel expenses. Take
care, and talk to you Sunday then.”

“Thanks, Paul. Talk to you Sunday.” I folded up the phone and leashed it to my inside
coat pocket again.

Two booth babes were walking along the aisle and stopped. “Hi there,” the blonde one
said.

“Good morning, ladies...”

The other one started to talk when my phone rang. I held up a hand and fished it out.
Didn’t recognize the number.

“Good morning,” I said. One of the booth babes stood next to me, arm around me, and
her companion took our picture.

“Oh Brian, you were right!” It was Karen.
“About what, sweetie?”

“About people showing up hung over and green, and especially about me being dressed
too well! I’'m working ten to two now!”

The booth babes started to change places, but I handed my camera to the one taking
pictures. I held her friend close and the other one took pictures with her camera and mine.

“I’m sorry to hear that! The offer stands, though -- should I meet you at two, or wait for
you to call?”

“Meet me at two? Please?”

“Will do. Enjoy the show.” I pocketed my phone again, and the blonde grabbed me!
Giggles and flashes and the other one said, “My turn!”
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The brunette handed off the cameras and put her arms around me. Flash, flash, flash!
“Well hello there,” I told her, looking up into her eyes, feeling her breasts push into me.
“Want a shot of the three of you?” a gent in the adjoining booth called out, laughing.
“Sure!” the blonde said, handing him the cameras.

“Hey Fred, give me that before you drop it!”” another guy called, taking the Canon.

“All yours -- way too fancy for me!” Fred replied.

We got a number of pics, including a few with me sandwiched between the two. What a
way to go!

But all good things must come to an end. The last pics were with the two ladies on either
side of me. We retrieved our cameras, the two guys eyeing the ladies appreciatively.

“May I walk you two to your booth?” I asked.
“You certainly may!”

We walked down the aisle pretty much to the other end of the main hall. Both of them
were dancers. Since they normally worked nights, I guess this was “daylighting” for them; they
enjoyed the temporary convention jobs, even though it meant being on their feet.

When we got to their large corporate booth, they changed shoes -- and suddenly went
from taller to much taller. Introductions to more of their friends, a few more pictures. In one
group shot [ was sitting in a lap with another one in my lap, squeezed to cleavage with others
standing around us. “What a way to die!” I told them. The one in my lap growled, “I think
you’d do just fine,” and tried to suffocate me more.

I gave the blonde I’d first met, Jamie, one of my cards. She wrote her e-mail address on
one of mine so I could send her copies of the pictures.

What a trip!

I decided to start my wandering at that end of the main hall, a place I’d not visited yet.
That hall actually emptied into another, so I went to the end of that and started zig-zagging back.

Just before the official opening time, I stopped at the booth of a major company pushing
their LED (light emitting diode) lighting products, ranging from traffic lights to automotive to
home lighting. The guys were pretty sure of themselves. I pointed up to the rigging at the top of
their booth and asked them if that’s why they were using Source4’s and PARs to light the booth?
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Another company I talked to seemed far more realistic about the problems in replacing
incandescent lighting. Incandescents are very simple, and very robust. Solid state lighting
would have to be a lot better to displace them.

Oh hell -- I was running out of room in the memory card in the camera! I could go buy
another one...

I sat, thinking about it. The first time I’d seen Diane, she’d used what? Not the locators |
had, but something else, dimes I think. Another time, don’t remember what she was copying, it
was a pair of pennies, that [ remember, as one was bright copper and one was pretty dull.

Assume I’d been fed a story. Wouldn’t be the first time, right? Assume there’s nothing
special about the locators themselves, that it’s the ritual -- locating, touching, touching again.

I was sitting in what should have been a booth, but was occupied by two tables and some
chairs. Apply the scientific method -- conduct an experiment. Dug out my coin purse and got
two dimes. Popped the memory card out of the camera and put it on the table. Arrange the
dimes, tap simultaneously. Smile as the glow appears. Tap again and put my right hand in my
coat pocket. Feel the disk appear. Put the dimes and the memory card in my coin purse, take the
disk from the right pocket. Put it on the table, tap it and move my arm above it obscuring the
area from others. I have another memory card! Insert in camera, review the images stored
therein -- wow, some pics! Format the card. I’ve got more memory now -- be sure to set the
camera to record raw images.

Is a washing machine with a color LCD an advance in the state of the art? Don’t think
so!

I succumbed to temptation...

No, not that temptation -- although I did shoot fifty or sixty shots of her. A buxom
beauty, wearing a stretch velvet bodysuit, spotlights high in the booth playing with the fabric as
it followed her delicious curves.

After I gasped, I held up the camera and asked, “May [?”

She leaned back in the light, nodding, shaking out her long brown hair.

After ten (twenty?) or so shots, I realized she was laughing.

I looked at her, standing on the pedestal, and told her, “You’re beautiful, you know.”
She looked at me and said, “You think so...” She sat, motioning me closer.

I took her in with my eyes, before raising the camera again.

“Would you like more?” she smoldered.
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I got a few shots of that look.
“What would you like,” she whispered in a sultry tone.”

I shook my head, moving closer, looking her in the eye. “How could I possibly decide?
To be smothered to your breasts, or between your thighs?”

Her nostrils flared as she smiled.

I raised the camera quickly to capture that look. “Which would you prefer?” I asked.
Another smoldering look for the camera... “First?” she replied.

A few more... Chwerp! Damn memory card was full!

I sighed and lowered the camera. That had been fun!

“Help me down?” she asked. “I need a break.”

“Certainly.” I extended a hand to her -- and she practically jumped into my arms! I
swung her around and put her down on the floor.

Such a package! She was only five foot two, five foot four, but what a package! “Where
should I send copies of these pictures?” I asked.

“I’ll be right back,” she twinkled.
“I wouldn’t mind copies of those,” a guy standing next to me said.
I laughed and shook my head.

She returned and handed me a card. She leaned closer, putting a hand on my shoulder. 1
leaned over and she kissed me on the cheek and gave me a hug. “Thanks -- I enjoyed that!”

“So did I,” I told her.

She scampered away. I looked at the card. Cindy. Dancer, gymnastics coach.
No, that wasn’t surrendering to temptation.

That happened at my next stop, the Canon booth.

“Hey! Didn’t I see you awhile ago, shooting up a storm?” one of the folks in the booth
asked.
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“Sure did,” I told him with a smile. “Until I filled the damn memory card.” Good news
and bad news -- the camera could store images in both raw and jpeg form, but at high resolution,
that was a little over ten megabytes per image!

“Have we got a deal for you!” he told me, and led me to one of the counters. At least |
had a stool to sit on. I set my axe (camera) on the counter. The Canon guy looked at it. “Like
this cleaned while you wait?”

“Sure.”
He handed it to another guy, wearing a lab coat, who took it to a nearby bench.

The first one showed me an array of storage cards, CF cards. I had a 512 meg card in the
thing. I’d looked, but hadn’t picked up a bigger one.

He told me about the 1 and 2 gigabyte cards, putting them on the counter in front of me.

Then with a flourish, he showed me an 8 gig hard disk card. I was fishing in my pocket
for a pair of coins as he spoke.

The tech who was cleaning my camera stepped closer. As the two of them talked, I put
the coins on the counter, tapped them, and put my right hand in my pocket.

“There’s a firmware upgrade available, if you’d like us to do it,” the tech told me. “It
doesn’t change image characteristics. It has a bunch of speedups and cleanups.”

“Sure, do it,” I told them as I felt the disk appear in my right pocket next to my hand.

We talked about the new storage cards. The 8 gig was shipping in Japan now and should
be available in the U.S. shortly. I bugged him on access times -- the Canon-branded flash cards
were slower (and more expensive) than cards from other companies. He agreed they were
slower and more expensive, but the 8 gig card was far faster.

The tech brought my camera back. He pointed out a spot where the touch-up paint was
still drying. I thanked him. Pulled the memory card from the camera, flicked the write-protect
switch, and started putting it in my coin carrier. When the Canon guy asked, I told him I"d
forgotten the damn carrying case for the cards. He dug in a drawer and gave me a handful. I
thanked him, put the full cards in cases, and put an empty card in the camera. Picked up some
literature for my bag, and headed on my way.

Found an empty booth, and using the carrying bag as cover, presto! I now had 1, 2, and 8
gig storage cards, and cases to put them in. I put the 8 into the camera, and tried it out. Nice.

A little after eleven -- how about an early lunch? No sense going to the High End stuff,
as I had to be back at two to get Karen. Might as well check in with her on the way.
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She was sitting down, but got up when she saw me. She was smiling, but I could tell it
was a very forced smile.

“I’m going to kill someone,” she said, smiling through practically clenched teeth.

“Now, now -- is that friendly?” I asked, giving her a gentle hug.

She shook her head. “Not at all! An idiot from Corporate came by before we opened,
noticed some of our people were a bit impaired, and ran them off! Leaving us short-staffed for
the whole day! So I’m stuck here until we close!”

“At least you’re sitting down -- want me to get you lunch?” I rubber her back lightly.

She shook her head. “No, lunch is being delivered in a few minutes.” She sighed.
“Teach me to volunteer to work a show...”

“You’ll survive, and you’ll probably be back next year,” I told her.
She sighed again, leaning on me. “My feet might not make it...”
“What can I do to help, short of homicide?”

That brought a smile back. “Meet me at five? Oh shit, I won’t get out of here until five
thirty at least.”

I hugged her again. “T’ll be back between five and five thirty. If I’'m not back by five
thirty, give me a call, it means I’m stuck in traffic getting here. And I promise to take care of

you, and your feet, tonight. Okay?”

“Best offer I've had all day,” she sighed. She gave me a squeeze, then went back to her
grind.

Change of plans! I hit the sandwich shop again on the way to the High End stuff. Saw
more cranks, weirdos, and even some good stuff. Fifteen thousand for a turntable? And that’s
without an arm or cartridge!

Made it back to the main hall a little after five. People were streaming out, but my
exhibitor badge got me in. I found a place to sit near Karen’s booth and reviewed images on the
camera. | swapped things and looked at some of Cindy. Wow!

“Let’s get out of here,” Karen said.

She looked beat, but semi-smiling.

“Be right with you,” I told her. Swapped the 8 gig card back into the camera, packed
things, and gave her a hug when I stood up.
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“Would you like to hear my plan?” I asked, rubbing her back.

“As long as we’re leaving this place, yes...”

We headed to the door. “I propose taking you to a light dinner at a place I’'m sure you
wouldn’t visit on your own. After that, we retire to my room, or yours, or some combination. [
need to shower. You need to soak your feet and shower. Then I’ll massage your feet and your

legs, and we can get to sleep early. You working tomorrow?”’

“Oh, that sounds good... I have to show up tomorrow morning, but that’s it; I’'m not
working. And I’ve learned -- I will not be wearing booth-approved clothes!”

“I knew you were bright as well as beautiful... You like burgers?”

“I sure do!”

“Good answer.”

We hit In-N-Out for dinner, and even got a place to sit. Since they’re West of the
Rockies, she’d not experienced them before. We took a quick pass through her room swapping
clothes and such. Once back to my place, we settled in. I showered first. I laughed as I dried off
-- I had a better way to do that, once I got home.

I told Karen to take her time, and she did. I made more cases for storage cards, and
consolidated things. Got rid of my first disk -- tap three times on the dull side, touch it again
when it turns red -- ouch, that hurts! Held it through the pain, and it disappeared underneath my

finger -- one moment I’m touching a disk, the next, I’'m touching the desk!

Karen came out of the bathroom wearing her nightie, a robe, and a smile. She sat on the
bed.

“Brian, I have one suggestion...”
“Yes?”

She looked at me, a sly smile... “And I know you’re going to ask, so yes, ’'m sure...
After you work on my feet, make love to me?”

I moved closer and held her hands. “I won’t make love fo you, but I will make love with

2

you.
She nodded. “That would be even better.”

It was better, as was holding her afterwards. In the morning I was so hungry for her...
She figured out what I needed and pushed me to my back.
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Breakfast, check in at her booth, an hour in one of the side halls and the rest of the day at
High End audio. She took me to her wrap-up dinner. I met her roomie, and her roomie’s fiance.
Her roomie pulled me aside and gave me a hug, thanking me. I told her it was my pleasure, and
she laughed!

But I ended up going back to my room alone. Sigh. And of Diane? Not a word. Well,
we moved in different worlds, at different speeds...

Hmmm... Different probes are used for different measurements.

In the electrical arts, different probes for different signal levels, bandwidths, and the like.
So it was with us.
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7

Sunday morning, packing to fly home. Shit! I had a big pile of new clothes, a pile of
paper I really wanted to take, all this stuff, and nowhere to pack it!

Turkey! Ilaughed at myself.
I arranged things on the floor, got out a pair of quarters, and made a disk of it.

Let’s try this -- I made a duplicate pile. Okay, that worked. Now take the quarters, tap
three times, move them a little, okay, the pile turned red, press and hold --- ouch! Pop! Pile
gone! Do that with the original pile, and now the packing job is much easier! Down to just one
carry-on bag!

Checkout was easy, the ride to the airport was crowded, and the airport was a zoo.
Security was a breeze though -- guess the disks didn’t show.

Guess what -- overbooked flight! Anyone want to go on the next flight?

When the bribe went to $300 plus two round-trip ticket vouchers, I took it. So I wait an
hour and a half? No big deal. Do I really need the money? Well, not really.

I collected my bribes and settled in, calling the limo company and letting them know I’d
be coming in on a later flight. Who are you? Sorry, no record of your reservation. Okay, you’re
canceled. I called David, and he wanted to see me anyway; he’d pick me up at the airport. Our
realtor friend had the money and wanted to sign Monday morning. Fine -- set it up for Paul’s
office, and I want both of you to go over things with a fine-tooth comb. Anything weird and it
doesn’t happen. He laughed and said he’d told her pretty much that -- anything fancy and the
deal blows up.

The next flight was overbooked as well, but I didn’t bail. We were full going out, but I
was on the bird. Why hadn’t I brought my iPod? Would have made things easier. No big deal.

David didn’t spot me at first -- the new clothes threw him. Yeah, I had help picking them
out. He and Paul expected some kind of curve-ball from the realtor. They had a simple,
straightforward bill of sale ready to go. Simple, clean, as-is, where-is, giving me two weeks to
move out, and with release language so she or subsequent buyers couldn’t come after me. The
news media seemed to have forgotten about me, moving on to other stories. Oh, I was still
getting wild phone calls and letters, though, people wanting to help me spend my money.

He dropped me at the house and came in for a bit. Everything looked good. We looked

at some of the wild mail, and went through some messages on the answering machine, erasing
them. I thanked him and told him I’d see him at Paul’s place at nine in the morning.
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Home? For how long? Two weeks or so? Next week was MacWorld, so I’d be going up
to the City one or two days.

Well, let’s get to the grind.

Took my bag upstairs. Reproduced things, separated out dirty clothes from clean stuff.
Dirty stuff down the laundry chute, bathroom stuff back in the bathroom.

I opened the closet to hang up things. The blanket was sitting folded on a shelf, and I
swear it moved, practically whimpered. “Don’t worry, later,” I told it.

Downstairs, I started moving pictures into the confuser. Decided I really wanted the new
Adobe suite, and might want to try Aperture as well. Hell, I could afford it!

Let’s look at cameras, and the other disks I had. Laid out the Canon stuff, including the
CF cards. Just looking at iPhoto, the pictures of Cindy were amazing!

Okay, let’s see the Nikon. Touched that disk and out popped a D200, a set of lenses, grip
and batteries. What do you know -- the 8 gig card works just fine! And I liked the way the
Nikon felt, the way it handled, better than the Canon. Going to need another charger, though,
and some other loose ends -- another trip to K and S in Palo Alto?

What about the Canon? I smiled -- send that to Karen; she’d remarked more than once
how nice it was.

Another disk with Nikon stuff; that one produced chargers, cables, viewfinders, software
-- oh good.

Held up the last one, and I wasn’t sure what it had. Put it on a clear area of the desk and
touched it. A weird glow flashed around the desk. What was it trying to tell me?

I put the disk on the floor and touched it. Waited, waited, waited...

How the hell had she done that? A damn display case appeared in front of me!

Lenses, adapters, manuals, you name it -- it was in the case! I looked at it, opened it,
looked at the contents. From fisheye to telephoto and everything in between, flashes, filters,
adapters...

Amazing. And what balls, to dup this thing!

No carrying cases, though. I laughed and shook my head.

Okay, what now?
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Pulled out the battery charger and set it up. Got the manuals and the disks. Good, Mac
and Windows.

The next step was to get the Adobe software. Okay, I consolidated camera stuff and
moved the Nikon case into the server closet. Let’s go to Fry’s.

At least I could pay cash, I mused. I almost did it, but standing there looking at the
package I realized I was going to MacWorld in a few days, and would undoubtedly find things at
a better price. I did look at color printers, though. I’d look more, and try them, at MacWorld.

Close enough to dinner time -- I stopped at Chipotle (NYSE, CMG). Got my favorite
carnitas burrito, chips, and salsa. Duped the lot before I started eating.

Back home, I worked over the images with iPhoto. Not all the tools of Photoshop, but I
could seem ‘em. And damn, those images were good!

The ones of her face, the look on her face -- amazing. The way light shifted on the fabric
as it flowed over her breasts -- [ used a section of one of those shots for my computer desktop.

I took the set of Cindy shots and gave them a quick cleanup. I also watermarked them
and put on a copyright notice using a shareware hack. I started to write a disk with the jpegs, but
decided I’d wait until tomorrow.

I loaded the other pictures -- lots of interesting ones with booth babes. Hard to believe
how I looked. Hard to believe the looks some of them were giving me.

And damn, hard to believe how tired I was. Shut things down, head upstairs. Do |
shower now, or in the morning? I wanted to shower now.

Got the blanket out of the closet; it started wrapping itself around my hand, crawling up
my arm. ‘“No you don’t!” I told it. It behaved.

It was good to be in my own shower again, even if [ was alone. Good to be clean.

“Okay, do your job,” I told the blanket as I picked it up instead of a towel.

I think it was happy! I scolded it when it started getting amorous; it settled for drying me
off, and did a very good job. I brushed out my hair with the thing wrapped around me, and tied
my ponytail. Diane had suggested I get my hair trimmed. Hell, she wanted to take me to a spa,
for a facial, trim, the whole bit.

“Are you going to behave?” I asked the blanket as I got into bed. I turned on the gee

field and let it snuggle me. Not at all as good as Karen, or Diane, or especially Linda, my wife.
I’1l always miss you, darling.
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The blanket ambushed me around five in the morning, holding me afterwards. I gotup a
little after seven, showered again, and let the blanket dry me. Folded it up and put it in the closet
again. Was it a little bigger, thicker?

Had an “instant” bacon sandwich downstairs. Do I take the Canon or the Nikon with me?
Don’t need anything for the Nikon, that’s for sure. I need a case for the Canon, and stuff to ship
it to Karen. Okay, take the Canon.

Off to Paul’s office in morning commute traffic.

“You interviewing somewhere?”” Paul asked me as I sat in his guest chair.

“Nope, just a little change of wardrobe.”

“Looks good on you. How was Vegas?”

I shook my head. “Wild. And I didn’t spend a lot of money. I’ll spend some on audio
equipment, but not until I have a new place to live, and that’s going to be months.”

He nodded. “Good attitude.”

First order of business was my ex-employer. Paul received a call from a guy on the East
Coast who wanted to talk to me. I recognized the name -- I’d been doing some writing for him.
Told Paul it was the Rumpelstiltskin routine -- they gave me straw at best, and I turned it into
gold. We called and of course got voicemail. I gave him Paul’s number again and told him I’d
be there until about two in the afternoon his time, and unavailable after that except through Paul.

David showed up around nine thirty. We went over money matters. [ wasn’t sure where
I wanted to move, other than out of the area. They told me I was going to be paying California
income tax for the next year anyway, part of the layoff package. Oregon had no sales tax, but
income tax. Washington had no income tax, but sales tax. Everything is a fucking tradeoft.

Our realtor arrived early, looking skittish. We gathered in Paul’s conference room. |
frowned at Paul, who frowned at the realtor. She slid a folder to Paul. He opened it and flipped
through a document. He closed the folder and turned to me.

“Brian, what’s your understanding of this deal?”

I shook my head. “Not just my understanding -- it’s the way things will fly. 800 cash, as
is, I get two weeks to move out, she gets the house and I walk away. No gimmicks, no weirdies.
Or we look for other buyers.”

Paul nodded. “Go wait in my office for a bit.”

I raised an eyebrow and left the room.
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The bastards from the East Coast returned my call. They were all cheery, so I knew they
were in deep shit. Was I interested in continuing on the documentation I’d been working on?
No. Why not? (1) I’m busy for the next few weeks, (2) you closed the place down and threw us
all out on the street; I don’t work there anymore... I swallowed and didn’t give them (3) hell
hasn’t frozen over yet. Another voice suggested that my termination agreement stated I had a
continuing duty to support the company... I interrupted and told them that section referred
specifically and exclusively to patent applications, as they damn well knew, and they weren’t
doing anything to get me to change my mind through such blatant misrepresentations. Rapid
backpedaling, we would of course compensate you for your work. Fine -- contact my attorney in
a month, he’ll know how to find me. Silence.

I hung up the phone and fumed. Take a deep breath.

Knock on the door. “Yeah?”

Paul stuck his head in. “Want to sign some papers to sell your house?”’
“Hers or ours?”

He smiled. “Ours.”

“Sure.”

Signing the papers was easy; validating payment took longer, but by the end of the
afternoon I’d sold the house. I had three weeks to move out. David had recommendations for a
moving and storage company. [ knew I wanted to triage stuff into two piles, one for immediate
access, and the other for storage. Music, computer gear, and clothing comprised most of the
immediate category. David would arrange a walkthrough with the packing crew, and we’d pack
the following Wednesday. The realtor was smiling ear to ear, practically counting the money she
expected to make. Fine by me.

Tuesday was the garage... What a mess! Almost two decades of entropy! I spent the day
doing triage, ending with a big pile of stuff to toss out. Hmmm... I could record a lot of this
stuff just in case.

Riding up on the train Wednesday morning to MacWorld, playing with the Nikon.
Where to go? What to do? Figured I’d load some stuff into the car and drive North. The on-line
research I’d done pointed me to the Washington coast, near Seattle. I’d be an hour or so from
the airport, yet still be by the coast. There was a Fry’s Electronics about two hour’s drive South,
across the border in no-sales-tax Oregon. Something about Washington felt better, too.

Apple’s new laptops looked interesting. Didn’t dup one. The more I thought of it, the
more sense it made to get a laptop though, a current PowerBook, and take that with me.

Met some interesting people. I’d put some sample images on a memory card so I could
try different printers. When I asked one guy about doing a test print, he gave me a frown, but a
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staff gal came up and led me to their higher end printers. We did a four by six print of Cindy
from CES, and it was gorgeous! She started another one going, and took off with the first one.

She returned with another couple of people. Would I like a big print of this? They
wanted to do one to put up in the booth, if I’d agree to that. Sure, why not! We brought things
up on a Mac and looked them over. Got a lot of whistles. They made big prints of two, and they
got whistles and applause when they put them up! I told ‘em to hang on to my copies.

Visited another printer vendor and did more or less the same thing. It was easier as I had
a four by six to show them. We did some side-by-side comparisons.

By the time I got back on the train, with big prints rolled up in a cardboard tube, I’d
pretty much settled on a color printer.

Hadn’t settled on the laptop yet, though. Hadn’t settled on some other things, either.
Like what the fuck I was going to do when I grew up, right?

So far, I was doing a pretty good job providing a clean slate -- or burning my bridges,
however you wanted to look at it. Job was gone, house was gone. Nothing ahead of me bug
blue skies and open pastures, right?

I thought of the horse standing in the barn stall, staying there even though all the doors
were open. I guess I needed a kick to get me moving.

When I got off the train and went to my car, at first I thought I’d gotten a parking ticket,
even though I’d paid for parking. No, a note under the windshield wiper, “You’re front right tire
is low.” I checked, and the warning was correct, even if grammatically flawed.

Oh well. Needed new tires all around, and I’d been putting off a major service
appointment. It wasn’t even four in the afternoon, so I went to the Volvo dealer to see about the
service work. I could drop the car off in the morning. They’d give me a ride to the train station
and pick me up when I got back. That sounded good. They checked the tires and suggested I
needed new ones. I agreed, and told them I’d be visiting a particular tire place on Friday. They
offered to coordinate the work, suggesting it would save me time and even save me some money.
Hey, that sounds even better! Took a few minutes to select tires; the service guy working with
me called the tire place and got that going.

Running through more things on the way home -- I’d already sent CDs with images off to
Las Vegas. I’d send a set of the big prints to Cindy as well.

Hmmm... Stopped at a mailbox place. Put the cardboard tube in the back and made a

disk of it. Took the tube into the mailbox place, got Cindy’s address, and paid them to send it
off. One less thing to worry about.
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Yeah, one down, a hundred seventeen to go... I had a quick dinner, then started going
through the downstairs making lists of what I was going to take and what I was going to leave.

A metaphor for my stage of life -- working my way through the house with the sound of a
clock ticking in the background.

Ten thirty at night and I was wound up. I didn’t know what I was trying to run away
from. Went upstairs, took drugs, and went to bed.

I was getting used to the blanket getting me in the middle of the night; I think the blanket
was getting used to it as well. I let it dry me off after I showered in the morning, and got ready
to hit the road.

As a result of the Vegas CES trip, I had an envelope with $2700 in cash, some twenties
but mostly hundreds. I’d need to bail out the car, and expected it to come to about $1400. And
in thinking over logistics, it made sense to get a laptop and set it up sooner rather than later. I
made an additional envelope, putting two into my coat pocket.

Dropped the car at the dealership and got a ride to a different train station. The timing
was good; I bought my ticket and barely had time to sit down on one of the Northbound benches
when the train arrived. The car dealership called as I was walking to Moscone Center. One of
the front struts was leaking; they recommended replacing both struts. Fine, do it.

Interesting morning at the show; found a place that had the memory I needed for a laptop
and paid cash for it. Also picked up a new iPod; the mini I had didn’t hold my whole music
library. I got a nice case for the iPod, and was looking at cases/covers for the PowerBook. The
cutie I was talking to kept getting closer to me, looking me in the eye. I told her I’d come back
once | got the laptop.

I was still chuckling about that as I looked at cases in another booth, and figured out that
one of the guys was coming on to me! The looks, the body language - so similar! When I took a
parental tone and told him it wouldn’t be fair to others, he sighed and smiled wistfully, and told
me it wouldn’t be fair, but it would be fun... Ilaughed and gave him a brief hug, telling him to
enjoy the show.

A gal working a booth two down from there gave me a very curious look.

I paused and asked her, “He been doing that the whole show?”

She nodded. “I was ... surprised to see you ... ah...”

I laughed and shook my head. I looked her in the eye. “Not as surprised as I was, let me
tell you!”

She looked a little more relaxed. “So you’re not...”
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“From this area?” I offered. “Not at all, dear...” I looked her in the eye, wondering what
she tasted like. “Were you worried?”

She laughed, stepping closer. “Just surprised.”
We chatted for a bit longer and parted with hugs.

I got lunch, a PowerBook, and a slip-on case for it before taking the walk back to the
train station. Called the car dealership; my car wasn’t quite ready, but they’d have a ride for me
when I got to the station. When I got to the dealership, they told me it would be another half
hour or so.

I took a seat in their lounge, the only one there. I took out boxes, but before I opened
anything and started playing around, I decided to make disks of them. Dug out two quarters and
set them on corners of the iPod box. Tapped them. Nothing. Moved them and tried again.
Nothing. Swapped quarters for dimes, tried again -- and my link bit me! Sharp, sudden pain!

I sat back, rubbing my hand. Hmmm... Someone is trying to send me a message! |
pocketed the coins, put the boxes back, and skimmed manuals instead.

They’d washed and waxed my car, cleaned the inside. Very nice -- of course it should
be, for the amount of money they wanted! Reached into my coat for the sealed envelope; didn’t
want to mix bills. But the damn link bit me again! Okay, another hint. Pulled out my wallet and
used plastic. At least my car was ready for the trip up North!

Plugged my phone into the car charger and headed home. I’d gotten about three blocks
from the dealership when the phone rang.

“Don’t make me send the monkeys after you,” I told the phone.
“Brian?”

I recognized her voice. “Allan! How good to hear from you! We should get together for
a beer some time.”

Ellen (Allan) laughed. “You might be interested to know I was born genetically female;
it was Moira who was born male. Think about it -- if you had a child and found they had a talent
for music, would you encourage them in that direction, or force them to play soccer?”

“A good point. And I did enjoy being with you. What can I do for you?”

She sighed over the phone. “Oh, I enjoyed it as well. I wanted to explain what happened
a little while ago.”

“I took it as subtle hints.”
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“That it was -- that whole place is covered by cameras. The [monitor observer entity]
thought it would be risky.”

“Some kind of surveillance going on?”

“Oh yes. A number of police groups are watching for transactions in chemicals and in
anonymization of the money coming from them.”

I thought for a moment. “We’d say drug sales and money laundering.” Large piles of
crisp bills might have drawn attention. “Thank you.”

“The [monitor observer] felt it would be a risk, one easily and prudently avoided.”
“I agree.”
“How are you doing? What do you need?” she asked.

“Someone to hold? Someone to hold me?” I snorted. “Someone to help me clean the

2"

garage.
She laughed. “It will cost you dinner.”
“Really?”
“Yes! Alexander’s, near you.”
“I’ll call as soon as I get home!”

She paused for a moment. “I’ll have to leave for a few hours tomorrow, but other than
that I can stay for the weekend.”

“That would be wonderful.”

“[monitor observer] says we have reservations for six thirty tonight.”
“When will you arrive?”

“Not sure. I’ll call beforehand so I don’t surprise you too much.”
“I’ll be waiting.”

“Will you buy me a beer?”

[ laughed. “I’ll buy you whatever you want!”
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When I got home, I cleaned up, then got to work. Duped the computer and iPod,
packaging and all. Plugged the iPod in to charge, charged the PowerBook for a while, then
booted it. Went through its startup, powered it down, and installed memory. Started it up again.
Hmmm... Ought to invest in a wireless base station when I get settled. Ran an Ethernet cable to
the router and connected to the big machine, using the Migration Assistant on the PowerBook to
import my brains. That would take a while!

A little after six -- I went upstairs to shave again and grab the sports coat. Hair and
whiskers were growing out darker and much fuller! The phone rang; I answered it.

“I’m downstairs,” Ellen said.

“Be right there!” 1 grabbed my sports coat.

I stopped on the landing halfway down the stairs.

Standing in the living room was a gorgeous blonde -- a gorgeous, stacked, curvy blonde.
What had Raymond Chandler said? “A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass
window...”

“Ellen!” I said in surprise.

“Still want to buy me a beer?” she asked impishly.

Last time I’d seen her, she was at least a head taller. Now she was about my height,
maybe a few inches taller. She was much curvier, wearing a simple but sexy dress. Her earrings
sparkled, but not as much as her smile. Smile and perfume were inviting, alluring, as were her
open arms.

When we paused our kiss, I whispered, “I’m sorry our reservation is so soon.”

She growled, “I’'m not... Let’s get going.”

She picked up a wrap. I escorted her to the car and helped her in. So sexy!

“It’s going to be hard for me to concentrate on driving, you know,” I told her as I buckled
n.

She smiled.
I sighed and started the car
Alexander’s is a steak house. A true vegetarian wouldn’t make it in the door; as you

walk in, the left side is floor-to-ceiling glass looking into refrigerated meat storage, filled with
gorgeous looking (for a carnivore at least) meat. Any carnivore (or even omnivore) would be
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drooling by the time they checked in; I think I was, and it was only partially to do with the
woman accompanying me.

We were soon seated; I could feel eyes following us (well, following Ellen) as we were
shown to our table.

Our meal was superb; salads, meat, baked potatoes, a very good Pinot Noir. I had an
end-cut of Prime Rib, with real horseradish. Ellen put away a very large steak, stunned, seared,
and (barely) cooked to medium rare. She would occasionally take a bite of meat, close her eyes,
and wiggle lasciviously, reveling in the experience.

When she caught me watching her, she gave me a smoldering look.

“I’m surprised you’re not using [claws] and [fangs]...” I suggested.

She never took her eyes off me. “I’m saving those for you...”

We shared a dessert. I think we were making an older couple nearby uncomfortable, the
way we shared a spoon.

My link didn’t object when I reached for cash to pay the bill. I left a sizeable tip.

“Home, for dessert?”” I suggested as I stood up, offering Ellen my hand.

Her nipples tightened visibly as she stood. “Oh yes...”

We paused on the way out for a short but steamy kiss.

“Enjoy your evening,” the receptionist told us, giving us the eye.

She was cute. I looked her over and told her we would.

We made it home. I didn’t remember seeing the small bag in the living room. I carried it
upstairs for her. I helped her undress; the fabric of her dress was light and enticing, smooth as it

emphasized her curves.

She insisted we clean up first, and ducked into the bathroom, still wearing bra and
panties. I waited for her before taking my turn.

Brushing my teeth in the bathroom, I thought I heard her moan. I couldn’t get much
harder!

Stepping out of the bathroom, hand on the light switch, I saw her floating above the bed,
her head back, her eyes half-closed in pleasure, blankets wrapping around her. Both blankets?
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Turning off the light, stepping closer, joining her -- floating through a cloud of perfume,
spicy and seductive, but not as seductive as her. Kissing, feeling, joining -- gently but
passionately. She came quickly and strongly, moaning as we kissed. She came again before I
did, the blankets squeezing us together. She helped me find a nipple. We were wrapped in
comfort once more, and drifted to sleep.

We made love in the middle of the night, intensely and instinctively. We were more
relaxed in the early morning; I think the blankets did all the work.

We got up; she had to go for a few hours, but she’d be back. We hugged and kissed in
the kitchen. She stepped back and was gone in a pop.

I settled in with the PowerBook, but that didn’t take long. Spent more time moving crap
around, deciding to build a pile in the middle of the garage for stuff that needed to be hauled
away.

Shit, what do I do with old hard disks? I had a box full of old 3.5 inch disks from earlier
Mac systems, including a lot of old SCSI disks I don’t think I could read any more. Didn’t want
to just throw them out, and I wouldn’t sell them.

Think, dummy! Two coins, tap three times, hold through the pain... What disks? Hey,
the dump pile could be taken care of quickly as well!

Other than books, CDs, stuff like that, I wasn’t planning on taking much. Dishes? Not
sure. Cookware? Get rid of it, except for some small weird pieces.

Upstairs, the last few years I’d used one of the bedrooms as a library, finally able to get
all my books and magazines out of boxes in the garage. I looked at the stuff, shaking my head.
The lower shelves of one set of bookcases were filled with years of the New Yorker and the
Economist. 1 dragged them out, recorded, and disposed of them -- I had the New Yorker on
DVD. It took quite a bit of discipline to not thumb through a few, just to look at the cartoons!

Thinking about the Genie again, the whole record and replicate thing. Betting on it short-
term was one thing. Long term? Okay, not really long term, but over a year, let’s say. From a
technological perspective, I had the feeling the disks would still be useable hundreds of years
from now. I frowned -- my concern was a systems concern, that I would be relying on things I
had no control over. Like a moving and storage company? Well, if they screw up, I can sue the
fuckers. If the disks don’t work for some reason, nobody to blame but that clown I see in the
mirror in the morning.

Okay, expect the disks to work, but don’t depend on it for other than the short term I
guess is the approach.

I sifted through more magazines. Some stuff I got rid of, not even bothering to record.
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Started in on the guest room, doing the same thing. My wife’s old copies of Sunset
magazine; I’d forgotten about those. They were easier to get rid of than the ghosts attached to
them. I sighed -- moving was the right thing to do.

“Brian?” Ellen called from downstairs.

“Up here!” I called back, and more softly, “exorcising ghosts.”

I heard her coming up the stairs. I pulled another stack of stuff out of a bookcase and on
to the floor. Glanced at it, tapped my coins three times, watched the outline form around the

stack, and pressed and held again. It wasn’t the pain bringing tears to my eyes.

I turned -- Ellen. was standing behind me, naked, holding her blanket. A cloud of sexy,
spicy perfume engulfed me. I moved on my knees and kissed her mound, grabbing her tight ass.

It didn’t take long for me to be undressed and on my back on the blanket. She wouldn’t
let me eat her, instead teasing me and smothering me to her breasts.

She rode me, pounding me into the floor. I held on to her, to a nipple, wanting more,
more, more! I could feel and hear her coming around me as she pressed down on me and swirled
her hips, squeezing my head to her. So intense as I came, she kept going and going!

We collapsed on our sides, the blanket holding us together and cleaning us up.

I turned my head to listen to her heart, and whispered, “I’m glad you came back!”

She squeezed me and said, “So am I.” She kissed me on the head.

We got up after a while.

She helped, oh how she helped. She helped me, forced me, to go through things, to
decide. We got rid of a lot of crap. We boxed and bagged up a lot and took it to Good Will,

making a lot of trips.

We’d pause on the occasional items that were emotional, special, or merely unknown to
her. We’d talk about them and decide their fate.

On one trip to Good Will, we ran into a tech writer friend. Bev was dropping off old
stuff of her daughter’s, who was getting married and moving out. Told her I was moving as
well, getting rid of stuff, not sure what to do with the furniture. Furniture? Tracy and her hubby-
to-be were putting everything they had into their new house, and didn’t have much in the way of
furniture. Well, they were welcome to look at what I had!

That was Saturday morning. Tracy and Jerome came over Saturday afternoon, and again

on Sunday morning with friends and a large rented truck. It was hard work moving that stuff,
especially from upstairs, but it was going to a good home, and that’s what was important.
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Ellen worked with us, all day long, moving furniture and making friends. We got home
late after pizza and beer. We showered, let the blankets dry us, and made gentle love before
floating to sleep holding each other.

We had the packing crew out Tuesday morning, a day early. After giving the crew their
instructions, Ellen and I started packing the things that would go with me in the Volvo. The
crew expected to have everything packed that day, and the truck would pick up things
Wednesday. My priority things were clearly labeled and listed, and I’d check to make sure they
were clearly marked.

“I couldn’t have done this without your help,” I told her.

She smiled. “It just would have taken you a lot longer.”

I shook my head. “And I would have moved a whole lot more crap. Don’t think Tracy
and Jerome would be as well furnished as they are, either.”

She shrugged. “Right place at the right time -- just like you.”
I shook my head and hugged her anyway.

Paul and David showed up with the real estate gal around one. We took care of utilities,
and change-of-address to the post office; everything would go to Paul’s office.

I spent the last night in the house with Ellen. It was so strange, all the boxes! I duped the
ones with the computer equipment, and a few others, just to be sure. All the boxes -- the way the
rooms echoed. The ghosts were out in force, reminding me of moving in so many years ago.
We’d been so happy, so excited, moving into a house of our own.

I was so glad Ellen was there, to hold me and be held. I went to sleep in her arms.

The moving van showed up a little late the following morning; David, Paul, and the real
estate gal (the new but probably temporary owner of the place) were there as well.

We reviewed checklists; everything was set. Made one last trip through the bathroom,
then took a walk through the house one last time.

I said goodbye to so many ghosts, so many memories.
Ellen and I got into the car and headed North.

Ghosts along there as well; I decided to go over the Golden Gate one more time, wending
North before cutting inland to Interstate 5.
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We were quiet until we passed the Marin Civic Center. With my previous employer,
when [ made trips to the research site in Santa Rosa, the Marin Civic Center sign was my
halfway marker.

We timed it well, stopping for lunch at In-N-Out just south of Santa Rosa.

The area was green, so green. Driving by vineyards, you could see new growth.

Ellen hinted, nay, told me, that Washington, South of Seattle/Tacoma was where |
wanted to be. I told her about the tradeoffs, mostly tax-based. She listened politely.

Storm clouds looming, darkening, and I wasn’t sure where we’d spend the night.

We found an Inn along the route to Highway 5. Cute place, cozy. We got bags moved in
before the clouds opened up on us.

With us, two of the five guest rooms were occupied. We joined our hosts and the other
couple, an older retired couple, for dinner before retiring to our room for the night.

We made use of the fireplace, and more use out of the bed. The squeaking of the bed was
drowned out by the sounds of the storm.

The storm didn’t let up the next day; we stayed and made very good use of our time.
We left after breakfast the next morning.

About half an hour later, Ellen asked, “Brian, please pull over for a moment?”
Traffic was light; I found a safe place to pull over and park.

We kissed.

“You’re leaving?” I asked her.

She sighed. “Yes, more work to do.”

I held her close, kissing her neck. “Thank you. I hope to see you again.”

“So do I, Brian. Take care.”

With a pop she was gone. I drove off.
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8

Okay, that should fix it; reconnect the amp and power it up. Phil had connected inputs to
inputs and outputs to outputs; logical to him I guess, but won’t work. I leaned out of the
equipment closet and hollered to Doris, “Okay, try it again.”

I heard music coming from the adjacent media room, then going quiet. “That sounds
wonderful!” she called back.

I shook my head. Phil screwed things up again. He should stick to business, and leave
technology to those who understand it.

A shadow in the door -- I was sitting on the floor, fixing Phil’s mess. Wendy walked in
and stood next to me, my face inches from heaven. “You said we would make love. You
promised,” she pouted. Rather than our usual Tuesday - Thursday routine, making love and
snuggling, I’d gotten up early to handle a call with Colorado, and promised to make it up to her.

“Did Phil screw something up?”” Doris called from the media room.

“Again?” I called back. I held Wendy close, pressing my head into her, kissing her
mound through her sweats.

“It says it needs to be calibrated,” Doris announced.

I stuck my head out the door a little and yelled out, “I need to nail Wendy first -- give me
fifteen minutes...”

Doris laughed, and Wendy pushed me to my back on the floor and sat on me, squeezing
my head between her thighs, my face inches from heaven once more.

“Make that an hour or so,” she hollered to Doris.
“That’s more like it!”” Doris called back.

Wendy squeezed me between her legs; I could smell how aroused she was. I felt a hand
snake down my belly and under my sweatpants, teasing me as she squeezed my head.

When I was good and hard, she slid off me and pulled me to my feet.

The guest house where we live is about eighty meters from the main house, connected by
an uncovered path with an open gazebo about halfway. People told me I’d moved to
Washington’s Pacific Coast just in time for one of the wettest, nastiest, winters in memory.
When we got to the back door of the main house, we could see the rain being driven almost

sideways by the wind.

Wendy took my hand and pulled me outside!
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We ran to the gazebo, getting pelted and soaked by almost-frozen rain.

We kissed in the gazebo, still getting pelted, slipping our hands under wet sweats to
fondle and tease each other, cold hands on hot flesh.

She turned, pulling down her sweat pants, bending over. I dropped my sweats and
plunged into her.

The contrast -- her wet, hot core surrounding me as the cold rain and wind whipped us --
I closed my eyes and grasped her hips, thrusting into her warmth.

Until she took off running, laughing!

Pulling my sweats up from around my ankles gave her enough of a lead to beat me to the
guest house.

Our hearts were pounding as we stripped inside the door. She pulled me to the fur rug in
front of the unlit fireplace and got on her back, inviting. We slid together again, the contrast of
cold and wet with hot and wet.

Oh she doesn’t play fair -- from kissing, she got a nipple in my mouth, then got me on my
back. Her firm nipple warmed in my mouth. The insides of her thighs were hot against me. She
squeezed me to her, smothering me, as she swirled her hips. I moaned and held on -- I didn’t
need to tell her what that did to me, or how long I wouldn’t last.

I came hard and fast, deep inside her. She released my head a little, and as I gasped for
air, she held me closer again, her breasts pressing into my neck as she ground her hips. She
moaned and quivered, coming atop me as I held on.

We settled in on our sides; she helped me find a nipple, cooing as she settled me into
place. Oh, I clutched her holding her tight. She held me and cooed, telling me she had me and I
was safe in her arms.

“Was that fair?” I asked, snuggling to her breasts and listening to the beating of her heart.

She kissed the top of my head and gave me a squeeze. “Of course not.” She kissed me
again. “But it was very nice.”

I held her waist, giving her a squeeze. I felt her moving, heard a click and the gas
fireplace starting.

Not even six weeks -- not even six weeks had passed since the beginning of the year, the

beginning of a new life for me. Selling the old house, giving away most of the furniture, heading
off into the unknown.
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Ellen told me the Washington coast south of Seattle/Tacoma was the place, at least for
now. Somehow I met Doris, a real-estate agent, and after showing me all sorts of things over a
few days, meeting her husband Phil, we decided I should rent the guest house on their estate.

Phil and Doris are quite the couple. Phil made his initial fortune in the aerospace biz, but
being a shrewd character, figured out where that was going and diversified into real estate. Doris
had a flair for residential real estate. Their kids were gone -- one still in college. They’d built a
very nice estate close enough to the coast to get the view and the weather but far enough away to
be safe. They’d put in a guest house for the in-laws, but the in-laws decided Florida was more to
their liking. Like I told Phil -- intelligence runs in the family!

Weird relationship with Phil and Doris -- many levels. We’re about the same age,
although I look a decade or more younger. Phil treats me as an equal, and soon learned that I’'m
far more savvy technologically than he’ll ever be. Doris? Maternal instincts, I guess, something
like that. Probably part of what makes her a good salesperson, keying in on people, listening on
so many levels. For some things, we’re equals. For others, I’'m one of her kids. She tried
matchmaking for me, setting me up with friends, at least until I brought Wendy home.

I met Wendy in the yoga class she teaches. I knew I needed to start a regular practice.
Theirs was the second yoga studio I visited. The first was a disaster ... no, just not for me. The
second, everyone made me feel welcome. I watched a beginning class, and dressed for the
intermediate class, the one Wendy taught. It wasn’t quite lust at first sight; it took a few days.

Wendy moved me to a nipple, holding my head and commanding in a whisper, “Suck,
baby...” 1did as she wished, as we both needed.

When I’m held like that, I don’t have to think, I can’t think.

But we had to get up and get dressed again. Wendy had a yoga class to teach, and I’d
been roped into “helping” with pilates. We’d both spend the afternoon at the studio; I had my
PowerBook so I could do some writing between classes.

We braved the storm to get to the main house; Wendy fixed soup for the three of us while
I took care of the audio system, running the new sound processor through its setup.

I placed the monitoring microphone and started the sequence. Shaped noise came in
bursts from the room’s speakers, singly, then in groups. I could hear the bursts being shaped.
Mathematically, I knew what was happening -- [ was writing the manuals for the thing, after all.
Impulse-response testing, and the creation of filters to pre-distort the signal to compensate for the
signal chain, including speakers and room acoustics. Except of course you couldn’t use a term
such as “pre-distort” in selling audio equipment. “Compensate” worked. I was of two minds on
the stuff -- as an audiophool, I had a dogmatic objection to anything other than a straight wire
with gain. As a listener, though, it sounded good.

“Is that better?” Doris asked, coming into the room and making a face.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 81 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

I held a finger up to my lips. Single channel tests completed, the pairings were done, so
that left ensemble testing. Sound from all the speakers, in bursts of varying lengths, shaping...
After a pause, the sound of a chime filled the room. Doris smiled. I’d have to tell the gang that -
- the chime at the end of the process had been my suggestion, to let users know it was done.

“All done,” I told her.

She gave me a cautious look. “Does this mean another damn remote I have to figure
out?”

I shook my head. “Nope. Nothing extra, for once.”
“Thank God for small favors!”
“Going to join us for one of the afternoon classes?” I asked Doris.

She shook her head. “I have to check the staging on a property.” She gave me a sly look.
“You know, you could have used a guest room...”

I guess she saw us in the gazebo... “The kitchen floor would have been warmer...”
She shuddered.
“Not going to suggest that one to Phil?” I offered.

She shook her head. “I’ll pass on that one.” She sighed, a wistful smile. “That young
woman is very, very special...”

I put an arm around Doris. “Yes, she is.”
We walked to the kitchen.
“I wish Mindy could find someone like you.”

I laughed. Mindy was their oldest daughter, and single still. “So you could watch her
getting nailed by the gazebo in the midst of a storm?”

Doris laughed as well. “If she did it with such joy and abandon, yes!” She sighed again.
“I just want her to be happy.”

I hugged Doris. “I think that’s what we all want.”
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I was still in shock as I drove back from a client meeting near Seattle.

Oh, the meeting went fine. They were very pleased with the writing samples I’d
provided, and wanted me to do a bunch of things for them, ranging from reviewing other
materials to producing new content.

No, what had me in shock was what Wendy told me before I left the house.

Ten weeks? Eleven? That’s how long we’d been together. 1’d opened up, changed so
much during that brief period. Some days I spent many hours at the studio, doing Pilates or
yoga, helping with classes. All that work showed! Bill and Kimberly, the folks who own and
run the studio, helped immensely. I think they were wary at first, hanky-panky between a
student and an instructor? Now they’re insisting I go to certification classes, especially as
they’re using me as an instructor already.

Any doubts as to our relationship disappeared on Valentine’s day. When Wendy unrolled
her mat for our early morning Yoga class, a long hand-drawn scroll proclaiming “I love you!”
greeted her. I thought she was going to jump me right then and there!

This morning, as [ headed out the door, out to the cold and damp, we hugged and kissed,
and she leaned closer and told me, “I know what I want for my birthday...”

I‘d been bugging her, suggesting I could replace her old beat-up car. I hadn’t told her
how much money I had. She was aware I didn’t have to work if I didn’t want to.

When I leaned back and gave her an inquisitive look, she pulled me closer and whispered
hotly in my ear, “Your baby...” Then she kissed my cheek, said, “Drive safe, see you at the
studio,” and went back to the warmth of the house.

She left me with that bombshell, knowing I had a nice long drive to mull it over...

What a trip! She knew the age difference, that [ was eighteen years older, even if I didn’t
look it. I’d met her parents, and been accepted by them. The age thing startled them, too.

What to do... Itold her early on I’d had a vasectomy. Somehow, I imagine it could be
reversed fairly easily. But that’s the simple part. I tapped my link ring against the steering
wheel. The long-term commitment, to her, to children...

She hadn’t expressed any displeasure when I vanished to Toronto for a few days,
returning with a new wardrobe, trimmed hair, facial, manicure, and a wiped-out glow from being
screwed silly by Diane and her blanket... True, Wendy met me in Hawaii for a few days on my
way back from Japan. 1’d seriously contemplated taking her with me, but that wouldn’t have
been fair to the Colorado folks, not on the first business trip. In retrospect, that had been the
correct decision. I knew I’d take her to Europe with me when I went in the Spring.
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But kids? I laughed at myself -- what was that line about wanting the milk but not
wanting to buy the cow? Oh how I loved holding her, and being held, particularly in the
morning. But a commitment? I knew how I needed her, how she needed me. And I also knew -
- attachment is the beginning of suffering.

I parked around the side of the studio, leaving parking places in front for paying
customers. The afternoon sun was out and the sky a bright, clear, blue.

“Oh I missed you!” she greeted me with a hug when I went in the studio.
Bill smirked and added, “I didn’t miss you that much...”
“But Mrs. Kelsey sure did,” Kimberly threw in.

I chuckled as I squeezed Wendy. I’d been filling in, leading one of the morning Pilates
classes for a while, giving Bill a break. One of the students, one of the married students, had
been giving me the eye, and more.

“Get some coffee?” Wendy asked.

“Your favorite place? Sure, I need the walk.” I answered, giving her a quick kiss and a
squeeze. Her favorite coffee bar was a few blocks away, about halfway between the studio and
the crummy little apartment where she’d been living before she moved in with me.

She pulled on warm-up pants and grabbed a windbreaker.
We held hands as we walked. Silently -- I guess she was giving me the opportunity.

The studio is in an up-and-coming neighborhood. The whole area is turning around,
some parts quicker than others. It was Wendy’s favorite coffee place, even if the area was a bit
rough still.

Viv, the barista, recognized us. “Wendy, Bri -- usual?” she called out while handling a
throng of customers. Wendy answered, “Yes!” I think a successful barista has eight arms, a
photographic memory, the gift of gab, and a high pain threshold. I think Viv only has two arms;
she moves quickly and gracefully, smiling and talking, doing her usual superb job with a queue
of customers.

Most of those customers were young Chicano men, vatos, dressed in pack similarity.
These characters seemed to be a few miles West of their usual haunts. Forced smiles, eyes
always moving, a pack on unsure turf. Viv was doing a good job warming them up though.

I’d dressed up for the biz meeting, even to wearing shoes with laces, rather than my usual

slip-ons; one of Diane’s improvements in upgrading and coordinating my professional wardrobe.
My business dress contrasted in extremis with the baggy style of los vatos.
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My right shoe had come untied. I knelt down behind a concrete trash can to tie it.
Squealing brakes and tires - pop, pop, pop, pop, pop! Semi-auto weapons fire! One of
the vatos near me pulled a huge looking gun from under his coat and returned fire, crouching and

swearing. The noise was deafening!

More fire, a different tone, from the street and the varo next to me lurched and went
down.

Squealing tires, screaming and cursing, more return fire.
Wendy!

I jumped to Wendy as she collapsed to the ground. I could see bloody holes in the front
and back of her windbreaker, dark stains spreading rapidly on her sweatshirt.

I held her, not sure of what to do. I looked in her eyes and saw pain.

“I’m scared,” she croaked out.

“I love you!” I cried, holding her. She pursed her lips a bit; I kissed her, holding her. I
moved a hand from behind her back to behind her head. My hand was wet. She coughed in my
mouth and I tasted blood.

“I love you, I love you!” I cried as I held her. Screaming, cursing, sirens in the distance.

She died in my arms.

The paramedics had to pry us apart. I don’t know how I got to the hospital. I’d gotten
clipped twice, most likely by flying debris. They thought they’d have to put some stitches in my
shoulder, but decided not to.

The cops wanted to talk to me, full of questions and no fucking answers. Four people
died, three vatos, and Wendy. Three wounded, me and two vafos. Viv was unhurt; she’d ducked
down and the little refrigerators under her counter took the worst of it. I told them what I knew,
which wasn’t much. Ihadn’t seen the car. From what I remembered, the first shots came from

the street.

Bandage my shoulder, shoot some drugs into the IV line in my arm, and move me
upstairs to a room away from the chaos.
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Staring at the rain hitting the window, wanting to be lost in the darkness beyond,
remembering yet not wanting to remember. What now? My eyes and throat hurt from crying.

Remembering the feelings -- I’d been here before, after Linda’s death a little over four
years ago. Darkness, depression -- but I’d pulled out of it. In a weird way, it had even helped, as

I’d dropped weight from not eating much for a few months.

But Linda’s death had been more abstract. I’d kissed her goodbye in the morning, and
that was it. My eyes clouded, but the tears didn’t come -- Linda hadn’t died in my arms.

A reflection in the glass -- the door to the hospital room opening, someone coming in.
I turned in bed to see.
Moira. “Brian, I got here as soon as I could,” she said, closing the door.

Anger, despair, and more flooded me. I raised my right hand, I'V line still attached, to
confront her with the damn link ring.

“Voyeurs! I hope you fucking enjoyed the show!” I said as loud as I could, which wasn’t
very loud considering my throat. I reached for the ring with my left hand -- I wanted to rip it off

and throw it at her.

She stepped closer, raising her right hand. Something glowed in it. I faded into softness.

I woke up; it was morning, almost seven. My shoulder hurt, but not a lot. My head hurt.
Moira was asleep in a chair at the foot of the bed. It looked like she’d been crying. I felt the
flash of anger and bile start to rise, and tried to breathe through it. Why would they do
something like this? Back up a bit -- did they do it? Were they responsible in some way? How
do I tell? How do I tell for sure?

I had to pee; of that I was sure. The IV thing was on a wheeled stand. If I could figure
out how to lower the bars on the side of the bed, I could get up and go to the bathroom. I started
probing at the mechanism.

That woke Moira.

“What do you need?” she asked quietly.

“I need to get up and pee.”

She flipped the blanket a little more out of the way and pushed a latch, allowing the side
bars to swing out of the way. “Do you need help?”
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“Probably.”

I swung my legs over the edge. She helped me stand, and stood by my side as I took the
few steps to the little bathroom. Each step was easier and more solid than the previous one. It
felt good to sit and pee. I managed to wash my face, rinse my mouth, and drink a lot of water. I
figured my headache was from not eating.

She helped me back to bed. I pushed buttons to raise the back of the bed and closed my
eyes. I heard her lifting the side rail.

I opened my eyes after a while; Moira was still standing by the side of the bed.

“May I explain?” she asked softly.

What had they told me, months ago in the cabin? “Observables, not just words,” I said.

She sighed and nodded slowly, her head dipping forward.

“Brian, we didn’t know. We had no idea.” She shook her head; such a human gesture.
“Just like that morning at your old employer -- I screamed at them when I found out, but they
didn’t know then, either. Oh, with that one, they knew you were going into a tense situation, but
that’s all. A tense situation, like Japan.”

Japan? I nodded -- one evening we’d gone to dinner with our hosts, and when we left our
tatami room in the back, the patrons in the front ... they were racists, plain and simple. It was
tense for a while, easing as I spoke with the others in Japanese. That, and we left quickly.

I gave her a questioning look.

“We didn’t know!” she repeated, wringing her hands. “Brian, I don’t want to see you
hurt! Oh, some times the [observer predictor composite entity] knows something is going to
happen, but it doesn’t tell us, it’s not supposed to tell us.” She shook her head again. “It’s
intelligent enough to know that we interpret refusal to give us information in certain situations to
be the same as an answer, but it’s still operating within its own constraints.”

I just looked at her.

“Brian, we’re bound, constrained as well. What we’ve done with you, with the others,
stretches those constraints. At a certain level, we can’t interfere. It’s more than prohibited, we
can not interfere.” She used a term that described it, far more than prohibited or hamstrung.
They could no more interfere than rocks could sing.

“This was not one of those situations. Please, please believe me! We didn’t know!”

I could tell she was on the verge of tears. Or at least she was acting that way. Nyquist
and Fourier -- a good enough simulation is indistinguishable from the real thing?
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She shook her head, tears forming. “You called us voyeurs... To a certain degree, that is
true. We take turns observing you, and the others. A [nestmate, cousin] of mine was watching
you at the time. She’s so young -- she had a complete breakdown. It’s going to take a long time
to heal her.”

I glanced to the IV line in my arm, then back to her.

She started to speak, but the door opened.

“Good morning!” a cheery nurse announced.

She babbled as she took my pulse, temperature, and blood pressure. She asked if
needed a bedpan, and told me breakfast would be arriving shortly. She turned to Moira with a
smile and asked her if she’d like a tray as well. Moira nodded, yes.

We had breakfast, if you can call it that. We watched people go by in the hallway.

I pressed the call button and waited. After a few minutes, a nurse came in.

CCYeS?,’

“I need some answers,” I told her. “When is this coming out? I want to see my chart.”

She blinked, looking surprised. “I’ll see what I can do.”

She turned and left. An orderly came about half an hour later and picked up the trays.

The IV bag was empty; the pump had shut itself off. I needed to pee again. I picked off
the edges of the tape holding the line in place and removed it, taping the needle up against the
line for safety. “Help me up again?” I asked Moira.

“Am I forgiven?” she asked quietly as she helped me to the bathroom.

“I’m not sure,” I told her honestly. It was still a lot to take in.

It felt good to sit on the can. I brushed my teeth with a finger, washed my face, rolled my
shoulders some and flexed. Shoulder a little stiff, but not bad. Looked at the stickers on the IV
bag; I guessed at a broad-spectrum antibiotic and a tranquilizer. I sat on the bed, stretching hips
and low back, trying to stay present, trying to avoid memories.

“Who took that line out?”

The nurse from before came in, pointing at the I'V line.

“I did,” I told her.
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“And why did you think you could do that?” she demanded.

I shook my head in disbelief. “Because I'm leaving.”

“Oh, you really think so?”

I smiled. “It’s called signing out AMA -- against medical advice.”

She raised an eyebrow, arms folded. “I think the police want to talk to you still.”

“You police?” I asked.

She frowned. “I’m a nurse.”

I shook my head. “Could have fooled me -- I thought nurses provided medical care.”

Both eyebrows went up and she took half a step back.

I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry.” I wasn’t, not at all. “Let’s start over again.
Kendra, I’'m Brian. I’'m a little cross, as the woman I loved and I were caught in a gang shootout
yesterday and she died in my arms. Since then I haven’t had anybody give me any information
as to what’s going on. So if you could give me some answers, or help me find someone who can

give me some answers, [’d greatly appreciate it.”

Nurse Kendra sighed; her shoulders went down a bit, which I took as a good sign. “I’ll
see if I can find Doctor.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

She nodded and left the room.

Returning a few minutes later with a man in tow.

“I’m Doctor Haskell,” he announced in a superior tone.
“I’m Doctor Morrow,” I responded, matching him in kind.
That got a pause. “Let’s look at your back.”

I slipped off the excuse for a gown and turned my back to him. He started to peel off a
corner of the dressing and I moved. “Gloves?” I suggested.

He stopped and moved away. I thought I could hear him grumbling. I glanced to the
nurse who smiled and gave me a quick thumbs-up.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 89 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

He peeled off the dressings with vigor. Luckily, I don’t have much hair on my back. He
prodded a bit. “You pulled the IV?” he mentioned as he prodded.

“I didn’t pull it, I removed it,” 1 answered him. Almost added, “carefully,” but decided
not to.

“Let’s see,” he said, moving around me.

I turned and extended my right arm. He looked at the spot, palpating the skin.
He shook his head. “Doctor Morrow,” he started.

“Call me Brian,” I said with a smile.

He nodded, a lopsided smile on his face. He sighed and shook his head. “As far as
injuries go, your back is almost completely healed. How do you feel?”

I looked at the guy. “Physically? Hungry and a little sore, mostly from not getting to
move around as [’'m used to. Emotionally, psychologically? I’'m a fucking wreck, but I have
friends who are here to help. Right?” I held out a hand to Moira, who stepped closer and held
my hand.

He nodded, lips pursed. “There isn’t a lot we can do for that. I’ll sign the paperwork for
your release. Take care of yourself.”

I extended a hand, and shook his gloved hand. “Thank you, Doctor. I hope the next time
we meet will be in happier circumstances.”

He nodded and left, stripping off the gloves on the way out the door.

We were about ready to make our escape half an hour later when two suited cops showed
up. We went over the deal again. I was more coherent this time, sketching out who was
standing where, giving more descriptions. They showed me pictures, and I matched faces to
positions on the plot I did. No, never saw the car or its occupants. No, the first shots I heard
definitely came from the street, and were different than the shots fired from around me -- the first
burst sounded semi or full auto, eight to ten rounds or so. Would I be willing to go back to the
scene? Sure, but not today. Why not today? I looked at them and shook my head. Because if |
went there today, I’d probably break down, that’s why not today. The cops looked at each other.

I gave them the address and phone number at the house; the guest house had its own
phone line. I asked what information they could give me about the shooting and they left.

It took another twenty minutes to get the requisite wheelchair to give me a ride out the
door. We were about to leave on our own when it appeared.
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We’d taken the elevator to the ground floor when my link bit me! Strong, sharp pain! I
looked to Moira, and she frowned, shaking her right hand to let me know she’d gotten the same
signal. “We’ll go out through Emergency,” she told the orderly pushing the chair.

We turned to the left and down a hallway. Turn, turn, squeak. One wobbly wheel,
always! Turn, turn, squeak.

As we approached the door, I saw my Volvo wagon pulling up.
“Who’s driving? Ellen, or is it Allan?” I asked.

Moira shook her head. “Elnora. [pronoun: singular neuter ai-composite] is an [adaptive
therapy construct].”

I nodded.

In the car, Enya singing “Long Long Journey” as we left the parking lot. I was in the
passenger seat -- and I grabbed the seatbelt as Elnora took a slight detour -- over a chunk of
sidewalk, diagonally across a one-way street, and over another sidewalk to a different street!

“Reporters out front,” Moira told me, putting a hand on my shoulder.

“Should I go back to the house?” I asked.

“For now,” Elnora said. Her voice was melodious. Short, curly reddish-black hair,
nicely defined bosom, hard to tell her height.

I turned back to look at Moira. “What’s happening?”’

Moira squeezed my shoulder again. “Elnora is staying with you for a while.”

“You’re leaving?” The emotion in my voice surprised me.

She nodded. “Yes, but I’ll be back. Brian, please -- try to forgive us.”

“Brian?” Elnora asked.

I turned to look at her.

Pop!

When I looked around, Moira was gone.

I looked forward again, fishing my sunglasses from the spot on the center console where I

usually left them. Wait -- I’d been wearing them! Yeah, I had a dupe of them. Makes things
easier. “Can we swing by the studio?”
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Elnora nodded. “But we won’t stop -- it’s closed today.”

That I understood. Dug out my phone and called the house. Doris answered.
“Hello?”

“Doris, this is Brian.”

“Oh thank God! Those bastards wouldn’t give us any information! Where are you?
How are you?”

“I’m breathing. We’re about ten minutes from the house. Has the press been bothering
you?”

“No, not yet -- you think they will?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. If you like, I’1l get lost for a few days. The police have the
address, and the phone in the guest house.”

“No, no! Please, I'll call Phil and have him make some calls. Do you need anything?”

“I don’t know. I’ve got a friend, a therapist, who’s going to stay with me. For a few
days, I think I need privacy more than anything else.”

“We’ll do what we can, Brian. We’re so sorry...”
“I know, Doris -- thanks. We’ll drive back to the guest house.”

“We won’t bother you. Come in or call when you’re ready. Call if you need us to get
anything for you.”

“That’s the help [ need.”

Elnora drove us to the house. I told her the key code for the gate, although she probably
knew it already. She backed into the carport as I usually do.

“Need help getting out?” she asked.
I sighed. “To be safe...”

She’s about my height, fuller bust than Wendy or Moira, I think... We went inside, to the
bedroom.

“What now?” I asked.
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She slipped off her coat, revealing a short-sleeved top with a vee neck, revealing enticing
skin. She got on to the bed. I saw the low-gee field come on. She held her arms out to me.

I kicked off my shoes and tossed my coat at a chair. I buried my head in her chest,
holding on, waiting for the tears to start.

She held me as we floated away.

We worked in dream-time. Some parts were so intense, so difficult, but I was in her
arms, and that helped so much.

We got up for dinner. A storm raged around us. I sat at the table in the guest house. She
went to the kitchen, and returned with plates, bowls, serving pieces -- roast beef, mashed

potatoes, steaming thick brown gravy, salad, wine. I realized how hungry I was.

A thought crossed my mind as I ate. Dinner was delicious! And she was eating with
such gusto, such enjoyment. I watched her.

She paused. “Yes?” she questioned.
I shook my head. “You’re an [ai-composite adaptive therapy construct].”

She nodded, then glanced to her fork and smiled. “And my enjoyment, although
simulated, matches my desire, my hunger.”

I shook my head. Part of me understood it, part of me was in wonder at it all.

The phone rang a little later. I started to get up, but it only rang once. After a bit she
smiled. “Another reporter; it seems someone got the telephone number from the police.”

“How?” I asked, but it started to dawn on me.

She smiled. “I’m [ai-composite], remember?”

I nodded. “So you [interface, connect] directly to the system?”

“And to your cell phone. Remember talking to Paul and David earlier today?”
I'sighed. “Thought that was a dream. I was still in your arms.”

She nodded. “Yes, you were. Remember that conversation now?”’

Part question, part command -- I’d spoken to them. They were glad I was physically
undamaged, and concerned for the rest.
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In my mind, an image of White Tara, eyes in her hands and feet, in her forehead. Or, was
she Ushinishavijaya, the six-armed, three faced protectoress?

We finished dinner, cleaned up, and returned to bed, to dream-time.

I spent days there, in her arms. Some parts were so hard, so painful. It wasn’t just
Wendy, it was Linda, oh how I still mourned Linda. I mourned, I learned, I started to heal.

We spent time in the real world as well. We visited the studio. I talked to students while
Elnora talked to Bill and Kimberly. We attended Wendy’s funeral, along with friends and
family. At the memorial service I spoke of our love, brief, and continuing. I told the people
assembled what I’d learned, that our inner demons are not conquered, but must be embraced and
forgiven, as they are part of us.

Elnora sought to heal everyone she touched, everyone she came into contact with. She
was White Tara, infinite in her compassion.

One evening, in front of the fire, holding her, I asked, “What can I do to help you, to ease
the burden you carry?”

She squeezed me, and I realized what I’d done -- I held her and cried, knowing I’d told
her it was time for her to move on. Something else I’d learned -- the purpose of therapy isn’t to
strip away the crutches, but to heal, to build up the person, so in time they realize those crutches
are no longer needed. Realization comes and the crutches fall away.

She stayed for another few days, our lovemaking joyous and intense.

She left me with an empty house once more.

I lived.
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I lived.

Although it wasn’t much of a life. I was going through the motions. I wrote for my
clients, and it was solid writing, but without the flair, that something extra, that had been present.
I returned to the studio, helping with classes. Concentrating on the moment, balancing on the
knife-edge of now, not wallowing in the past or peering into the future...

Bill and Kimberly pulled me aside one morning.

“Brian,” Kimberly told me as we sat together on the mats, “We don’t know what to do to
help you.”

“But we’ve got to do something -- you’re coming in here and bleeding all over the place,”
Bill said, “day after day. We want to help, believe me.” He made a face. “Hell, a bunch of
women in your classes want to help, and maybe even ...”

I managed a smirk, and sighed, nodded. “Yeah -- it’s got to be a bitch to clean up.”

Kimberly frowned, so concerned. “Brian -- we love you, and so do your students!”

I nodded. “I know -- I’'m not upset; I’'m agreeing -- it’s got to be depressing, having me
come in, and like you say, bleed all over the place day after day.” I sighed. “I don’t know what
to do.”

“Take some time off?” Bill suggested.

Nodded again. “If what I’'m doing now isn’t helping, continuing to do it is of doubtful
utility. I think I should take my ass on the road; get out of town for a while.”

Kimberly smiled. “Something, Brian, please. We all miss her.”
I sighed again. “Yeah... I’ll assume you can cover things?”
Bill put a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll manage.”

2

I looked at both of them. “Thanks -- really. It takes good friends to kick you in the ass.’
I stood up.

Bill and Kimberly stood as well.
“Can I give you a hug to go along with that kick?” Kimberly asked.

“Always,” I whispered.
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I changed clothes and headed back to the house.
What now?

In front of the fire, breathing into splits. [ managed a smile; my practice had turned
deeper. Some folks liked that, some didn’t. They all seemed to be more limber now than a few
weeks ago, though...

How I’d changed since the first of the year! All the things I’d been through, heaven and
hell. Overall, I was healthier, stronger. I was calmer and more relaxed. A little on the depressed
side currently? So what. I realized it, thanks to a kick and a hug from friends. A chuckle -- I
dressed better, looked better. Some thanks to Diane in there. Should I call her?

Nabh, not now. For now, follow my nose. And my nose is cold -- it wants to go South.

Hmmm -- a thought, remembering a geek friend. Would he recognize me? Would a lot
of people from that phase of my life recognize me? Probes are (re)configurable. 1’d changed,
for the better. I’d continue to change.

Noses, that’s my theme. Follow mine. Or am I being led around by mine? Which is it?

I packed for a road trip. I was driving, and knew one destination. How long it would
take to get there was another story; I wasn’t in a hurry. Camera, powerbook, clothes, cash, iPod
full of music -- I headed for San Diego.

Well, I headed inland to pick up Interstate 5. We were expecting more storms, so the
coast route was out; I wanted to arrive some time in the next week!

Hadn’t decided on some aspects of my route. The simple way is to take 5 South for a
thousand miles or so. Simple and boring. Not that you have too many options until you get to
Sacratomato or so.

Don’t know how many times I made the drive from the San Francisco - Silicon Valley
area to Los Angeles or San Diego; certainly a few times a year for a couple of decades. On that
drive, you have two basic options: the coast route (Highway 101) or the inland route (Interstate
5). During the summer, you may want to detour from the coast route to the real coast route,
from just south of San Francisco to around Santa Maria, and then from Oxnard to Santa Monica.

I’ve found that 101 is only slightly longer than 5, more scenic, and offers more places to
stop. 5 offers the olfactory delight of Harris Ranch and the excitement of the Grapevine.
Additionally, to get to 5 from the Bay Area, you either go out of your way, or cut over on
Highway 152, which is at least as much a deathtrap as the Grapevine.

I was still mulling my future options when the weather insisted I focus on the present:

near-simultaneous lightning and thunder announcing a downpour. 70 to 75 MPH quickly turned
to 30 to 35 MPH, and I wasn’t too comfortable with that. I usually felt quite safe in the Volvo,
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but I was surrounded by very large commercial trucks. Great -- around a hundred miles down,
with nine hundred to go!

I remembered the famous Marty Feldman line from “Young Frankenstein,” -- “It could
be worse; it could be raining...” Well, it was raining. [ was surrounded by very large trucks,
some of which were throwing up huge curtains of water. It doesn’t get any better than this!

Until, of course, it does... After some indeterminate time, my link bit me! I already had a
near deathgrip on the steering wheel. It bit me again! “What the fuck do you expect me to do!” I
yelled out. “If you’ve got something to tell me, fucking tell me! I don’t need any more fucking
hints!” The damn thing bit me again.

I saw a sign for an offramp about a mile away. As I got closer, and the damn thing kept
biting me, I put on the turn signal and got off the freeway. The offramp paralleled the freeway,
dipping down to a stop sign and a small road going under the freeway. The intersection had a
few inches of water in it. I pulled over to the other side, on to the freeway on ramp and stopped,
putting the car into park.

My hands were shaking. 1’d had enough of this shit! I was reaching for the damn ring
when the phone rang.

I picked it up. “What the fuck is going on?” I yelled.
“Brian, please, calm down.” It was Elnora.
I almost said something very nasty, but decided to take a deep breath instead. “Why?”

“Brian, we’re concerned. Road conditions are becoming very unsafe. We don’t want to
lose you.”

I almost said, “Yet.”
She continued, “Where are you heading?”’

I sighed, but a thought crossed my mind -- if she was asking, they didn’t know! I hadn’t
told anyone, hadn’t even talked to myself out loud about it! “San Diego,” I told her.

She sighed. “Thank you. Would you turn off the engine?”
GCWhy?7’
“Brian, we want to help.”

“Okay.” I was being way too easy, but I turned off the engine.
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“Thank you, Brian. When I hang up, turn off your phone, and don’t turn it back on for at
least three hours, okay?”

I didn’t understand, but I agreed. “Okay, I’ll do that.”

“Would you like a recommendation for someplace to stay in San Diego? What will you
be doing there?”

“Visiting the zoo, to start, and yes, that would be nice, especially if you or someone else
could join me for a few days.”

She laughed. “We’ll see about that. Take care, Brian -- and we do care about you.”
“Okay. Later.”
I turned off the phone and put it back in its cradle.

A few seconds later, I had a sneezing fit; the last sneeze in the series was a real doozy
that made my head spin.

Or maybe there was something else -- when I opened my eyes, it had stopped raining.
I was also in a different place, a different onramp! Really?
I started the engine and headed up the ramp.

Holy shit! The mile marker by the side of the road said 101 -- in California colors, which
meant [ was south of Silicon Valley, at least! They’d moved/jumped me a few hundred miles!

The sneezing had been a diversion, obviously. Hmpf -- I’d seen them do it a number of
times, that pop and they’re gone trick.

I had to pull off the road again -- I was dizzy and nauseated. I shut off the engine, rolled
down the window, and held the steering wheel, eyes closed, breathing slow and deep.

It took half an hour or so before I felt better. Weird -- like motion sickness. Yeah, a
good analogy, most likely. I started up the car and headed off again.

It took a few minutes, but I figured out I was about an hour north of Santa Barbara. That
put me, what, six or seven hours out of San Diego?

Pulled out the little In-N-Out guide; there was one in Goleta, the Santa Barbara area, and
another in Oxnard. I’d be in Goleta about lunch time.

I had a burger and a shake for lunch, no fries. Wasn’t sure how my stomach was doing.
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When I got back in the car after lunch, there was a piece of paper on the driver’s seat --
confirmation at a Suites place in Irvine, near the Orange County airport. That sounded good. It
would be a three hour drive or so to the Zoo from there; I’d do that in the morning.

Traffic going through LA was hell, but that’s nominal for LA. On the 405 freeway south
of Long Beach, I was in the next-to-the-left lane, the first non-carpool lane, zipping along at 70
to 75 miles per hour. I zipped past a fool in the carpool lane doing 60 in a Prius hybrid; the
people behind him were flashing their lights and honking. People get shot for less!

The suites place was adjacent to the South Coast Plaza shopping mall, a huge
extravaganza. I checked in -- the room was prepaid -- and took a long walk through the mall.
Picked up some shorts and more casual shirts to wear in the warmer weather.

After a light meal in their food court, I walked back. Showered and let the blanket dry
me, which it did with vigor. I expected it to get me sometime during the night, and I didn’t

mind.

Thought about firing up the laptop -- free wireless internet. Decided not to. Did yoga on
the floor for a while, took drugs, and went to bed.

The blanket did me during the night, slow and dreamy. Still, I woke up early, cleaned up,
got a light breakfast, and was on the road by seven.

Turned on the phone and it rang two minutes later.

“Anthacite,” I answered.

Elnora giggled on the other end. “How are you feeling today?”

“Pretty good. I take it the problem I had yesterday was a side-effect of moving quickly?”

“Yes. It’s something most of us get used to over time. We wanted to confirm that so you
wouldn’t worry.”

“Thanks. Any suggestions or hints looking forward?”’
“The only thing we know is you’re expected to have smooth sailing. Have fun!”
“Thanks. You too.”

I figured I’d find a place to stay later in the day. I wanted to get to the zoo and walk
around.

Put the camera, one of my notebooks, and a water bottle in my bag. Got a pass good for
the rest of the year for both the zoo and the wild animal park and headed in.
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Gorgeous weather -- temperate, sunny with high clouds.

Walked around taking pictures. Did the animals know they were being observed, kept?
Did I?

Resumed exploring after a light lunch. The primate area was pretty nice, newly
renovated. A small walkway at the side of a path with a sign, “Primate Observation Area.” A
chain was on the ground. As far as [ was concerned, that was an invitation! I was a primate,
after all.

Walked twenty or thirty yards along a curving narrow pathway to an enclosed area. Very
nice! Quiet, with enclosures on three sides. I sat on a bench near the inside corner of an
enclosure filled with Old World monkeys. One group flaked out in the back, another group
closer to me, some individuals wandering about. The group nearest me was mixed, males and
females, mostly adults with a juvenile female or two.

I looked at them; they looked at me. One of the males went back to scratching.

I was sitting straddling the bench. I put an arm on the railing in front of me and started
grooming myself, monkey-style, probing carefully with fingers through the arm hair, picking the
occasional (pretend) morsel off and eating it. Some of the residents did the same.

Sociology meets quantum mechanics -- Heisenberg, Schrodinger, and that damn cat
again. Measuring a system changes a system. Measuring the position of a particle means you
can no longer measure other aspects of the particle.

My presence, even as an observer, was changing the system, the group dynamics.

Yeah, when I worked in the lab, I saw it. Even when you use high-impedance probes,
they still load the system you’re measuring. I remembered one gadget that only worked while a
scope probe was hooked to a high impedance node. Disconnect the scope, and it went all
woogly. Reconnect the scope and it settled down. Replacing the scope probe with two pieces of

insulated wire twisted together did the trick -- 3 picofarads per twist.

I sat, enjoying the sunshine, grooming imaginary bugs. Across from me the group of
three males and five or six females sat grooming themselves and each other.

“What are you doing?”’ a woman called out.
“Quiet,” I said softly, not raising my head. “We’re grooming.”

I looked up a bit and saw an olive-skinned young woman take a seat next to me. She was
frowning, looking exasperated. Her eyes were brown flecked with green.

“What...” she started out.
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“Shhh,” I told her. “Quietly -- we’re grooming. Open your eyes wider; flashing eyelids
is a sign of aggression. Don’t show your teeth as much, even though they are quite pretty. I’d
rather see your beautiful eyes.”

She smiled wryly and put down her bag. She did as I was doing, putting an arm on the
railing and grooming. “How long have you been here?” she asked quietly.

“About half an hour or so.”

“What have you noticed?”

“One group in the back flaked out, the group near us. There’s a juvenile male to our right
that they don’t trust. The adult and juvenile females on either side of the male farthest to our
right -- all three of them are facing a little to the side to keep an eye on the bastard. He’s up to
something, or has been.”

“How about the one on the left?”” she asked.

“Juvenile male, either a little older or just better fed; I don’t think he gives a damn, and
the feeling seems to be mutual.”

She moved a little closer, smiling. “I’m Lynn, by the way.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Lynn -- I’'m Brian. It’s nice to sit and groom with you.”

“Yes; a good way to build friendships.”

We sat and groomed, soon grooming each other. She was doing research for her
doctorate, and watched this group often. I’d pegged some of the group dynamics pretty well. 1

chuckled and told her it was years of experience teaching and managing.

Our juvenile male was up to something, moving closer to the group. I moved quickly,
closing my eyes a bit, showing teeth, and growled at him, “Knock it off!”

He stopped in his tracks, ducked his head, and started mock-grooming himself nervously,
glancing from side to side, but deliberately not at us.

The two females nearest him turned their backs on him, as did the male.

Lynn chuckled and moved, turning her back on him as well. “Nicely done,” she said
softly.

“Not much of an observer if I interfere like that.”

“Oh, I’d call that more of an experiment, introducing change into the system and
observing the result.”
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She moved a bit closer and said with a smile, “You may groom me.”

I touched her shoulders lightly, then rubbed them a bit. She sighed.

I whispered, “Any time...”

I couldn’t help it, grooming her gently, paying attention to her neck and shoulders.

We also watched the group on the other side as they continued grooming. A few of them
were getting more ... involved.

Lynn moved in front of me, slowly, straightening her legs as she straddled the bench, her
hands still on it. “Mount me,” she insisted in a soft voice.”

“What?” I blurted. “Shouldn’t I take you to dinner first?”
She chuckled. “We can do that later! Mount me!”

I sighed and moved closer, my hips against hers lightly, moving my hands up her back.
“How’s that?”

She pressed back against me, wiggling. “More! Come on! Give them a show! You’re
an Alpha male!”

Hadn’t thought of it like that! I held her hips and pressed more into her bottom. “You
have a delicious bottom, my dear,” I growled to her. I ran my hands up her back again, this time
with fingernails. The noises she made told me she liked it. I held her shoulders and pressed
rhythmically into her.

“Oh yes,” she sighed. “Look!”

Two of the adult males had mounted females. One of the males vocalized as he rolled his
head, tossing off a good one.

I held Lynn’s shoulders, pressing into her. “Oh, you feel like more!” I growled. I leaned
forward and smelled her hair, then bit the back of her neck as I slid a hand around to her front
and felt a breast. She moaned as well, holding my hand over her breast and a very attentive
nipple.

I pulled back after a bit and sat down.

She turned to me, pouting. “Why did you stop? That was nice!”

I put an arm around her, pulling her closer. “Oh, I agree -- but if we’d kept up, I’d have
dropped my pants, and yours.”
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“S0?” she retorted with a smile.

“I wanted more privacy, and some place where we could snuggle afterwards.”
“Oh you do?” she raised an eyebrow.

I looked her in the eye. “I’ve been called a cuddleslut. Ilove to snuggle.”

Her nostrils flared. “Sounds good to me...” She moved into my lap, her legs around me.
We kissed.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered in my ear. I squeezed her and whispered back,
“Okay.” When I glanced at my watch, we’d been grooming, kissing, and cuddling for almost an
hour. I hadn’t done that since grad school!

She took me to one of the primate houses. We sat in a little office while she wrote notes,
asking me questions as she did. When I asked her what the troublemaker did, she told me with a
grin that he did just that -- made trouble. And he was learning he was too old for the adult males

to let some of his antics slide, and he wasn’t fast enough to get away when they went after him.

We met more primates, including some humans. One of the humans seemed amused to
see us, remarking, “Thought I’d seen you earlier...”

I found out why, a little later, when we went by another office so Lynn could drop off
some stuff. I saw a stack of video monitors in one room, and one of them seemed to be showing
the area we’d been in!

I nudged Lynn, pointing to the monitor.

She smiled and nodded. “See quite a bit on those some times,” she told me.

I laughed. Didn’t know if I was quite that exhibitionist! Then I thought about that
interlude at the gazebo. The wind went out of me and my eyes started to fill.

“You okay?” she said, putting a hand on me.
[ hugged her. “Yeah. What’s the plan?”

She confirmed I didn’t have a place to stay -- well, she confirmed I did have a place to
stay, as long as I didn’t mind the mess. Fine with me! Where could I take her for dinner?

She wanted to shower and change first, telling me she felt pretty ripe. I held her close
and kissed her neck.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 103 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

Followed her to her apartment and parked in a visitor spot. Grabbed my bags and
followed her to a second-floor apartment. After a not-so-brief kiss, she told me, “Make yourself
comfortable.”

She left the bedroom door open on purpose, I think. I saw her walking naked to the
bathroom. Interesting...

I used the kitchen sink to clean up, washing my hands and face, using my shaver, putting
on more businesslike attire.

Oh my.

I couldn’t help it. Sitting in the little living/dining area, her dining table was strewn with
paper, stuff for her thesis, I guessed. Picked up one chapter and it was all I could do to not get
out a pen and start marking it up. God, did it ever need it! Went through more chunks. Okay, I
could identify key ideas, but it wasn’t easy. Organization, exposition, grammar -- all needed
work.

I got my powerbook. A few moments with iStumbler and I had net access, courtesy of a
neighbor. Nothing exciting in the way of mail. Dropped notes to various folks telling them I
was doing okay and would check in aperiodically.

“I should change again!”

I looked up; Lynn was standing in the bedroom doorway looking casual but very tasty.

“Not at all! This is my usual attire. You need to remember -- it’s cold where I live!
Where are we going?”

She suggested a fish taco place a few blocks away. That sounded good to me.

Partway through dinner, she asked, “Is there anything wrong? “

I smiled and shook my head. “Couldn’t help it... For the last decade or so, I’ve made my
living as a technical writer. I saw the chunks of your thesis on the table. Don’t take this wrong,
but would you like some help with it?”

She sighed, then reached over for a hand. “No, I wouldn’t /ike some help, I’d love some
help! Ineed lots of help! Oh Brian... I was supposed to be working on it today, but... Itook off

after a little bit, did some shopping, went to the zoo and met you...”

Inodded. “That’s called ‘displacement activity,” except for the meeting me part. What
can [ help with? Where would you like to start?”

She smiled. “Not until the morning?” Make that a smirk. “Then start at the beginning?
I’m supposed to meet with my advisors end of next week, and things are such a mess...”
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I nodded my head. “Won’t be a problem. We can get there.”
She sighed. “Oh, I'm glad I met you...”

Shook my head. “Let’s see what you say tomorrow around this time. Why don’t you
give me an overview? What tools are you using to write it?”

I think it was a Far Side cartoon, showing a bulging mosquito on a hairy arm, another
mosquito calling out, “Pull out! You hit a vein!” That’s how I felt -- she was using Word on her
XP laptop, having problems, and the floodgates opened.

Through dinner and dessert I assured her we could handle all those problems; she didn’t
need to worry. When queried, she told me there were a few technical requirements as far as
formatting, and she had to turn in a PDF as well as a printed copy, and she didn’t know how...
Don’t worry -- leave those details to me.

We detoured by the beach on the way back to her place. A fine night for the submarine
races... When we went in the door of her place, she turned to the table, but I put a hand on her
shoulder. “Not tonight! You told me we could wait until the morning, right? All of it will be
there in the morning.”

She sighed and turned, moving into my arms. “You’re right...”

In bed with her, smooth olive skin, a cool bottom, soft warm lips. I kissed my way down
her neck. Her nipples were the size of a fingertip, and so tasty! They were also hotwired to her
pleasure centers. When I moved one of her hands gently behind my head, she more than took the

hint, especially when my hand moved between her legs and started teasing her button.

She came quickly, and took a while to get close to the next one. At her urging I moved
on top of her, sliding in, holding and kissing her as we moved and moaned in harmony.

Snuggling afterwards, she rested her head on my chest. I put an arm around her.

We made gentle love in the morning, and showered together. After a light breakfast, we
sat down together at her work table.

I held her hands. “Lynn, I’ve been doing technical writing for a long time, and in all
modesty, I’'m good at it. I want to spend about half an hour looking through things, quietly.
After that, I promise to bring you to tears and have you hating ever meeting me. But that will be
the worst part, and it will be over. From there we start rebuilding. Will you still respect me in
the evening?

She sighed and nodded her head. “Let’s do it. I need the help, I know it.”

I kissed her hands. “Okay, let’s dig in.”
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She didn’t write as poorly as most engineers. She had a limited set of techniques, and
Gott Sie Dank, a limited set of errors. She didn’t quite come to tears.

By the time we broke for lunch, we had a better outline sketched out. I agreed to do the
data reduction and statistical analysis appendicies. Luckily, I keep copies of most of my
portfolio on the laptop, so I was able to show her examples of things.

“Time for another break,” I told her about three.

We stood up and stretched. I moved to the couch and pulled her on top of me. We kissed
and I rubbed her back.

A break for a quick dinner and we worked until about ten. We had another quick shower,
and as we were drying off, I threw her on the bed and went down on her, eating her until she
collapsed. I tucked her in, got in next to her, attached myself to a nipple, and went to sleep.

The next morning we started with about an hour of yoga and pilates, then dug into things.
I think it was the next day we went out and I bought her a new MacBook Pro, loaded it up with
software, and a Brother laser printer that had duplexing so we could print both sides of the page.

She loved the new computer. (I recorded it and the software before we opened anything.)
And it meant she could work on content while I worked on presentation and editing. On my
suggestion, we got together with a friend of hers who took the photos of the different individuals
in the group Lynn had been studying and turned them into line drawings using the Adobe tools.

Damn, but we worked hard. We also did a lot of yoga and pilates, and spent a lot of time
making love and just snuggling. Some times Lynn would look up from her confuser, sigh, and
tell me we needed to take a snuggle break. Or, she’d pull off her top, walk over to me, and put a
nipple in my mouth, holding me tight. Breaks are good.

First day of reckoning, meeting with her thesis advisors. I rode to campus with her,
taking my camera. The draft she had was about two thirds there, and if I may so, was a very nice
piece of work. My technical appendicies were done, and working with Gina, the gal who did the
line drawings, we put together little sections on each of the individuals.

I was figuring interesting ways to take pictured of their upside-down library, wishing I
had the perspective correction lens with me when my phone rang. Lynn -- could I come chat for
a bit? Certainly dear, be right over.

Her thesis advisors were a little flabbergasted at what dear Lynn had brought in. I
introduced myself, explaining that I had Ph. D. degrees in physics and mathematics, had spent
ten years as a researcher, and the last thirteen doing technical publications. All the content was
Lynn’s. I worked with her on organization, editing, and presentation. The line drawings were
Gina’s. I explained that the way we worked kept a detailed revision history; I could walk them
through every step in the evolution of this document, starting with Lynn’s original Word files.
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They were impressed, and looked forward to seeing the finished document. Lynn told
them three weeks. Good answer, dear -- I’d guess a little over two, but that would give us time
for a final polish.

We completed it in twelve days, and spent two days at Disneyland up in Anaheim away
from it, unwinding. Then it was days of hammer and tongs doing the final pass. The school
wanted five copies, rather than the usual three. I talked to people in the library who pointed me
to a local house to do quick turn printing and binding on ten copies. Not cheap, but well worth
it, and I got to keep a copy. Hey, I paid cash for it... We did two versions of the PDF, one with
high quality reproduction graphics, and a smaller one with the graphics scaled for laser printers.

Oh, I was mentioned by name, for providing, among other things, coaching, editing, and
stimulation. Oh yeah, I liked the stimulation part, and so did she...

They scheduled her oral defense for a week after we turned it in. We spent the time on
the beach, at the zoo, exercising, being together.

How that young woman had changed over the last few weeks! She looked so much
happier and healthier! She was funny, assertive, delicious, sensuous, and so much more.

Her thesis defense went easy. One old goat all but accused her of having the thing
written. I shot that down, quickly. Of course I ended up doing another talk. I took one section,
almost just a page, and traced its evolution from Lynn’s initial notes to the final form, showing
how content and presentation had evolved. Had a good crowd for that one. Got a lot of
questions about tools. Wasn’t Frame expensive? Yes, but how much does a grad student pay in
tuition and fees a year? Besides, it’s easier to achieve professional results when you use
professional tools. The source management tools are easy to use, and keep you sane.

Two days later, Lynn had a meeting with her department head. Oh, would I be available
to talk to some people, have lunch at the Faculty club?

Quick cut to the chase; they’d checked my credentials, even dug up some of the awards
I’d received for tech publications. Would I be interested in teaching technical writing, a joint
position with the English and Social Sciences? Well, I’d also like to work with people in the
hard sciences -- engineering, physics, chemistry, since they usually need more help with writing.

By the time we walked across campus for lunch, and Lynn was beaming from ear to ear
and gave me one hell of a kiss when we met, things had evolved. The head of the English
department, and some other high-in-the-tree types joined us. They really wanted me to consider
teaching a class next year on technical writing. Could I work up an outline, reading list, etc., for
a class? Would I prefer a single semester class, or whole year? I told them I’d seriously
consider it, and would be interested in working with students, but I would not do flypaper.
Flypaper? Proposals, I explained; I would not work on grant proposals. At least one individual
at the table slumped at that one, and I chuckled.
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Lynn announced that now that she had her Ph. D., she was leaving in a few weeks to
work in Africa on a paid post-doc fellowship for probably a year. We hugged; I knew I wouldn’t
be going with her. It wasn’t sad, it was realistic; both of us realized what had been holding us
together was her project, her thesis and associated hurdles. Outside of common goals (and
enemies) we were different people, destined to go different directions. But as the old song said,
“love the one you’re with.”

We separated her belongings into two piles; a small pile shipped to Kenya, and a larger
pile placed in storage. Got her a top of the line solar charger for her laptop, and spare batteries.
Also gave her the Nikon and some lenses, and taught her how to use it. She went through rounds
of shots to hopefully protect her from nasties. I left messages for Moira and Ellen to please,
please, consider doing whatever they could to give this wonderful woman additional protection
from disease. Don’t know if they ever did anything.

I did talk her into spending two weeks on a cruise in the Mediterranean on a clipper ship.
I suggested it was the right way to get acclimated to the time change and the climate. She
agreed. A few days before leaving for Paris and the cruise, she got sick, a 24-hour bug. She had
a fever and felt generally rotten. I held her and took care of her, and the last-minute details.
Received a one word text message from Moira, “Done.” 1 felt a lot better, and so did Lynn,
writing it off as some random bug.

The people at the zoo, and at school, threw her a tremendous going-away party. Gifts
ranged from the extremely useful to the absurd. More stuff to pack! My car and my stuff was
off to Seattle; I’d meet up with it there.

We flew to Chicago and spent two days with her family. Talk about bittersweet! The
only time I met Wendy’s family was at her funeral. We flew to Paris, spending three days in the
Latin Quarter, sightseeing. From there it was the TGV to Cannes to meet the ship.

The second to the last night out, sitting on the deck under a clear, star-filled sky.
Saturday when we got off the ship we’d do the TGV back to Paris for one night, then she’d get
on a plane to Nairobi.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” she whispered, holding my hands.

“That’s what I was going to say,” I told her.

“No, you’ve done so much for me.”

“And so have you,” I told her. “I helped you work hard.”

She sighed and shook her head. “I know...”

I held her hands.
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“No, I know about your ... past. Gina was really worried about me, about us, so sudden.
Her boyfriend is a police officer; he looked you up. Gina told me about the lottery, about the
shooting. I’m so sorry...”

I shook my head. “That’s why I said I don’t know how to thank you. All you heard was
words. You don’t know what it’s like to say good bye to your wife in the morning, and learn she
died in a traffic accident, or what it’s like to have the woman you love and want to marry die in
your arms. The people I work with in Seattle threw me out because I was still bleeding all over
the place! I met you, and you saved me!”

“But I didn’t do anything!”

I smiled and hugged her. “You let me groom you. You let me teach you, and help you.
You held me, squeezed me, and made love with me. You laughed with me. You’ve done so
much!”

“We’ve done so much, together.”

We went to our cabin and made love. I went to sleep held to a nipple, and woke up that
way.

Three days later, I left her at security at the airport. “Make me proud of you, Doctor,” |
whispered as we hugged again.

She wiped away a tear. “I will...”
A last kiss, and we parted.

I spent a few days in Amsterdam. Smoking hash only dried my eyes and dulled the
senses, not what caused the pain.

I flew back to Seattle.

Well, I flew Paris to Chicago. Welcome back to the United States -- Customs and
immigration was blunt fucking trauma. Then you get to re-check your checked luggage, and
queue up for the tram which you hope will take you from the international terminal to the
terminal where you get to check in again, and go through in-security again to get on your next
flight. I thought I already had a boarding pass. Silly me -- I got a new one with a different seat.

Taking off my shoes to go through in-security... As one wag put it, we should all be
grateful that Mr. Reid put his bomb in his shoes and not in his trousers...

But I’ve learned and adapted. I put all the contents of my pockets, and my belt, in my

backpack. I’d restuff my pockets when I got to the gate. I was swinging my backpack to my
back when I looked up.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 109 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

Elnora was standing about twenty feet away.

Into her arms, holding her. Not crying, just holding on. We made it to the gate area. We
held each other. No words, no crying, just holding. We boarded, thankfully sitting together.
Once airborne, she held me, and I faded out.

Drizzly Seattle, home again. Sitting in the back seat of a limo with her, heading back to
the house.. Inside, upstairs, showering after so many hours. I think I’d gotten up in Paris about
twenty six hours ago. When I got out of the shower, Elnora handed me my blanket, or handed
me to my blanket, I’'m not sure which. The three of us ended up floating on the bed, making love
and rocking to sleep.

She only stayed three days. We spent most of that time in bed. Our last night was more
of what the days had been, gentle lovemaking, holding, snuggling. I went to sleep held to a
nipple.

I woke up alone.

I threw myself back into the studio, teaching and practicing. I wrote for clients. I
decided I really wanted to do the writing class; I pulled together materials, and the more I
worked on it, the more fun it got. I corresponded with folks and let them know I needed a place
to live. Grad student housing would be fine, and preferable.

I wasn’t bleeding all over the place anymore. I had a few one-night (and six-night)
stands.

I breathed in and out. I guess that means I was alive.

<*k>
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Hearing voices in London’s Science Museum, the voice of a teacher calling out for her
young charges to behave. How common that was -- I’d heard it last year at the Chicago Museum
of Science and Industry, and I’d undoubtedly hear it again next week in Munich. My favorite
was still from two years ago, though. I’d been at the Huntington Estate in Southern California,
doing macro photography of flowers. On my stomach, concentrating on an image, and I’d heard
a duck squawking and a woman calling out, “Billy, put that duck down!”

That had been two years ago, a few weeks after Elnora left me, a few weeks after Wendy
left me....

My yearly Spring ritual, escaping, doing museums. That first year had been haphazard,
driving down the Left Coast. Last year had been Chicago, Philadelphia, Washington D.C. This
year London, Munich, Paris, possibly Madrid.

“Thank you, dear,” I told the young woman assisting me. I started picking up my odds
and ends, now that the museum was officially open to visitors.

“My pleasure,” she said with a smile. “If I can be of further assistance?”

I chuckled, watching her walk off, quite the sway in her hips. I’d gone to dinner with a
group of them last night, and disappointed more than one, I think, by retiring to my hotel alone.

My choice, that... A mild guffaw, realizing my own proclivities -- I imagine I’ll find
suitable companionship in Munich, not so damn anorexic.

I definitely had the talent, or whatever you wished to call it. Turn on the charm and I’d
be welcomed with open arms, and legs. So far on this trip I’d used it to get into the museum
before opening, to get into museum display cases and get better photographs.

Last year had been wild. The Mutter in Philadelphia, private showings of exhibits not
normally displayed, impromptu rutting on the top of a desk, more relaxed passionate evenings
and mornings. Janice -- [ hope she’s well.

Ah, variety... Let’s go do some studies of the Difference Engine.

My link tingled! I stopped in my tracks. Moving back and forth, trying to figure out
where... Downstairs? I headed down, and the sensation got stronger. Who was it? My phone
didn’t work inside the building.

My heart skipped a beat -- there in the main hall, turning, looking -- Elnora!

As I approached, she saw me! She practically ran!

We hugged and kissed.

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 111 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes

But...

We pulled back a bit, hips still together. I was frowning, so was she. Something was
different.

“The bastards,” she whispered.
“The bastards!” I agreed, but with a laugh and a smile. “I’m Brian.”

“Joan,” she said, moving more into my arms. “A year and a half ago, I ... lost someone
very close. They sent...”

“An [adaptive therapy construct] who looked just like me?” I suggested.

She nodded.

“Two years ago for me. Similar story. She looked exactly like you.”

We both sighed, shaking our heads.

We moved to an alcove to sit and talk. She’d been recruited about five years ago; a little
over two for me. Same deal, “Alan” and Moira for her. I told her about Diane, about seven
years ago now. She’d never met another “Probe.” She thought that was an interesting term, and
quite apropos. She’d gotten a call a week ago, then a plane ticket appeared, with a note to visit
the Science museum. Where was she staying? She wasn’t, yet.

We were holding hands still. “Stay with me?” I asked.

Such a curious, complex look on her face!

She shook her head, sighing.

“Those bastards -- how I want to!”

I nodded. “I know -- how I want to hold you -- but is it again?” I smiled.

She nodded, smiling as well, but still with a partial frown.

“Oh Bob... I mean Brian...”

I had to laugh. “You’ll understand if I call you Elnora.”

She nodded. “I will... But I’m scared...”

“Of what?”
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She sighed. “Of being hurt -- again.”

I felt it as well. “I know...” I thought for a moment. “I’ve been avoiding any possibility
of attachment for two years. I don’t want to be hurt ... again.”

She nodded and held me. “But I want more. I want to be held...”

“I need to be held, and I need someone to hold,” I whispered to her.

She sat back, her look defiant. “We can walk away, right now. Piss on ‘em.”

I nodded, understanding, but still feeling pain at the thought. “You’re stronger than 1.”

She shook her head slowly. “No I’m not -- it’s so hard not to grab you and pull you on
top of me.”

I'sighed. I didn’t have the strength of character to get up and walk away. “Why don’t we
go back to my room?”

She smiled, a smile with character. “But I’ve always wanted to see this place!”

I hugged her. “Then let me give you the tour. Some of the staff may be disappointed,
though, to see the two of us together.”

She held me closer. “They’ll have to get used to it. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

How could it be déja vu? That’s the question we asked each other, and ourselves. It was
scary, walking together, holding each other, moving together with such familiarity. Yet the
people in those bodies had just met. We shared our pasts, our nightmares and dreams. She was a
mathematician, now drawn to anthropology. And I was the classically trained physicist, now
following the Jungian path into psychology. She’d never been married. We’d both suffered
personal losses. I told her of winning the lottery and the company closing, missing tragedy most
likely by the amount of time it takes to drink a cup of coffee. She recalled the story. I mused
that we both had very good memories. She agreed with a pained look; we both had memories we
wished were not so clear. She was a lottery winner as well, one of four sharing a multi-state
prize. She telephoned in her resignation and never looked back.

We talked about the future. I invited her on my tour, understanding a little better why I
had suites and rooms suitable for a couple at each of my stops. She thought that sounded good,

with possibly a stop in the Bahamas for a week or two to warm up afterwards?

We walked the museum. I think some of the staff were disappointed, but Joan and I
charmed them, male and female.
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After closing, we retired to my little room. Joan “retrieved” her luggage. We cleaned up
and went out again, meeting some of the museum staff at a local pub, then going to an Indian
place in Chelsea for dinner.

We separated with handshakes and hugs afterwards, Joan and I deciding to walk the six
or eight blocks to our hotel.

Stopped at a corner waiting for traffic, I hugged her close, breathing her in.

“All through dinner,” I told whispered in her ear, “when I looked at you, right over your
shoulder in an alcove was a brass statuette of a goddess with gorgeous breasts, hips, and waist, so
succulent, but nowhere as good as you...”

She gave me an encouraging squeeze. “I’m in better shape now than two years ago...”

I picked her up and swung her around. “So am I!”

It took us a while to let our minds to get out of the way and let our bodies do what was
needed... But afterwards, holding her head on my shoulder, feeling her at my side, we both
relaxed.

Some time during the night I snuggled up to her, sleeping to the sound of her heart
beating. We made gentle love in the morning, holding and snuggling more. Oh how I love to be
held!

We visited the V and A, holding, touching, not talking that much.

We hugged outside a gallery at the Tate. Her gentle embrace suddenly became sharp, her
breath catching.

I put a hand at the back of her head, holding her. “I know,” I whispered. “I feel it too.”
How long would the bastards let us have?

From London we went by air to Munich. So comfortable together -- touching all the
time, talking, sharing, planning, snuggling.

A scare, early on in Paris. After the Musee des Arts et Metiers, we were walking in the
Latin quarter. We heard what sounded like chanting, singing ahead of us. But that language
thing kicked in -- a group of gypsies along both sides of the path, and they were singing, “This
one? This one?” and the others were answering in the same singsong fashion! When they saw
us, we answered in their own cant, and the group scattered to the wind.

Spring rains encouraged us to spend most of a day in bed. The evening air was clear,
crisp and fresh. We decided; Madrid, Barcelona, back to Paris, then to the Bahamas to warm up.
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A thought on the train to Madrid -- Some times probes are used in pairs.
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I took a seat, holding our coffees while Joan visited the ladies’ room. We had half an
hour before the train arrived.

I took a sip of my coffee. It was still early spring -- a lot fewer tourists. Still, I was lucky
to find us seats; the station was crowded this morning. Europe by train is so much nicer, such a
better pace. I took another sip, looking at the ring on my right hand. What were we measuring
this time, this trip?

The force of the explosion blew the table over, throwing me into the wall behind me,
multiple objects striking me. Something fell on me. Ceiling? Screams, sirens, shouting.

I was hurt, hurt bad -- legs, chest, head, and I was having trouble breathing. I looked out
at the chaos and saw a young man with a backpack look around, shake his head, close his eyes
and reach a hand inside his coat.

I grabbed one of our suitcases and pulled it in front of me, closing my eyes as the second
explosion rocked the area. More debris fell on me. I touched my torso -- wet. My hand was

covered with blood, my blood.

“Joan!” I called, not very loud. I hoped, I prayed she was out of range. I coughed, a
cough full of salty, metallic fluid. Dizzy, filled with pain, I was blacking out.

“You bastards,” I cursed softly, as I couldn’t curse loudly.

One last thought -- Probes are replaceable.
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I was in the Ladies’ room at the train station when the first explosion went off, looking in
the mirror as I washed my hands. The shock wave from the explosion threw me to the side;
debris struck me along the left side of my face, neck, and back along the shoulder.

“Brian!” I cried out, and started to turn, trying to ignore the pain.

But a wave of pain and dizziness engulfed me; I grabbed the opening of a toilet stall to
keep from falling. My right arm slid down the metal surface, leaving a trail of blood. Looking
to the exit, a woman lay in the doorway, blood pooling around her. She didn’t move. Two
others stepped over her, pushing to get out.

The second explosion threw them back, one of them almost severed at the waist by a
piece of something. Those who’d rushed the door took the brunt of the flying debris; nothing
struck me.

Of the others away from the doorway, some fell back, some pushed forward. I felt strong
again and moved forward, following another woman out.

Stepping into an eerie landscape -- what had been an area bustling with people moments
before was filled with broken bodies, debris, and clearing smoke. Some crying and screaming in
the distance, but close up, silence and devastation.

I moved through debris and bodies, trying to comprehend, to map the what was to the
what is -- there! I found him! “Brian!”

I screamed, cursed, and cried! I held him, seeing and feeling broken bones, blood. I told
him I loved and needed him, at the same time I curse them for doing this to him, to us, to anyone!

I didn’t know if the blood on my hands was his or mine; it didn’t matter. I prayed and
cursed at the same time, hearing screaming, cries, and approaching sirens.

And I felt the tingle, saw the edges of a glow moving through him, and me. I saw the
bleeding slow, and felt his breathing become easier. I moved a hand to his forehead, the
bleeding I’d been trying to staunch with direct pressure having stopped. I lifted his eyelids. His
left eye was rolled up, his right eye was centered and dilated -- not good. I called to him again,
even as I felt the tingling glow move more through him, and through me.

I held his hand in mine -- and felt my link, and his, tingling. His practically fell off!
Sirens getting closer.

Moira’s voice clear in my head, “Take his link -- keep it safe. We will not let you go!”

I took his link and slipped it on my right hand. It merged with my own!
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Help arrived, police at first, and eventually medical. I told them we were married, to help
him. Ididn’tlet go of him; I couldn’t let go. I held him, screaming; I had to stay with him --
keep us together! It took a needle in my thigh to get me to let go.

In the hospital, many wounded, but so many more had died. When I woke I found Brian
down the hall. The staff was surprised at first that I was up, but then they were helpful. They’d
done X-rays on him -- nothing broken, just burns, cuts, bruises, an extreme concussion, watching
for signs of internal injuries. He hadn’t regained consciousness. I had cuts and bruises, a few
had required stitches.

They let me stay with him; it was easier for all of us that way. I was interviewed by
security. I’d been in the bathroom at the time; I hadn’t seen anything, just heard, and felt, two
explosions.

They discharged me, practically threw me out. I checked into a nearby hotel; all our bags
were gone. The only things I had were my passport, travel documents, and the contents of my
purse. The only things Brian had were wallet, passport and tickets in his travel pouch, and the
rest of his pocket contents; they’d cut off most of his clothes.

I called the U.S. Embassy, or tried to. So frustrating! I finally slammed down the phone
and closed my eyes, trying to get control once more. We were alive... We were alive...

I opened my eyes to Allan and Moira standing in front of me. I jumped to my feet -- |
wasn’t sure whether to hug or hit them. “What do you want now?”’ I screeched. Dizzy, I fell to
the bed.

They sat with me. They tried to explain. They didn’t know... The Ship’s Al hadn’t been
able to tell them. The [watchers] they had monitoring us at the time had been seriously hurt by
the event. I snarled at them! And how many died? Did they like the front row seats? What was
most impressive, the sights, the smells, the whole-body impact of the explosions? Both of them
were in tears. They couldn’t go on like this -- they and the rest of the crew were in open revolt.
They could not, and would not allow sentient beings to be put into such situations!

And where did that leave Brian and me?

Allan explained. Brian would wake up a few minutes after I returned to him. I started to
get up, but they pushed me back. Later! It was hard for them to heal him while he was in the
hospital! I think I understood. They’d done a lot to repair him in those first few moments,
starting even before I reached him, continuing on the way to the hospital, saving his life, and
mine. Once he was disconnected from monitoring, away from intense observation, they’d
continue full bore -- and they were working now, doing what they could. While he was being
monitored, they had to be careful and very circumspect. It was so hard on them -- having him in
the hospital complicated things so much. Left to their own, they would have put him in stasis,
prepared a new shell, and moved him to the new, healthy shell. But they couldn’t do that, so
they had to retrieve and reinvent so many techniques that had been unused, forgotten for so long.
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He would recover completely. It would take time, but he would recover. They had crews
focused on him all the time, continually re-evaluating.

How do I? How can we? How do we? Where do I start!

They held me. They were here to help. We had our passports, and they’d smooth things
out. Expect to be in town for another three days or so, and then fly back to the States. We would
fly to Seattle and stay there. They would help -- they’d retrieved the storage discs from our bags,
salvaging as much as they could before things had been swept up by security. I blushed,
realizing, the discs we’d been carrying... Nothing to worry about -- they’d retrieved everything.
That’s why they had me retrieve his link, so it wouldn’t invite inquiry.

But how ... why? If I had his link? They were locked solid on him, and would stay
locked on him, and on me. The links were used to locate us, to monitor periodically. They
weren’t taking such chances now.

We talked a bit more before they had to leave. I had to buy more clothes -- I needed
things that fit better! In any other situation it would have been funny -- we become so
accustomed to the feel of certain brands, certain styles, particularly of undies and bras. Not only
did what I was wearing feel different ... the bra especially, when I moved some times the way it

felt reminded me of how much I missed holding him, of how much I loved to hold him to me, to
feel him sucking so hungrily, melting in my arms...

15

To hell with clothes -- I went back to the hospital; the band I still wore around my right
wrist got me in; the security people recognized me but checked the wristband anyway.

I went to his room, to his side. “I love you,” I told him as I picked up his hand.
A nurse and a doctor came in; the nurse put her hand on my back.

The doctor started to explain that they didn’t know when he’d wake, or even...
His eyes fluttered open, and he took a rasping breath.

“I love you!” I cried, and bent over, hugging him to me. Soon I felt his arms around me,
not tight, not strong, but he was holding me again! And I heard him whisper, “I love you!”

Much smiling, many tears, someone said, “Something we can be happy about!” I held
him and kissed him.

They made me sit down for a while as they checked him over. He was too weak to sit,
but he was awake, and responding.
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Awake and responding, but in tremendous pain -- they would give him something for the
pain, and they were also going to move him to a different room, out of intensive care. One of
them looked to me and said it would be a room more suitable for us.

But moving him -- he was covered in bandages, in cuts, burns, and bruises, as they
moved him to another bed for the transfer, still connected to intravenous drips, but now off the
rest of the wiring, just a simple clip on his ear and the pads on his chest. I held his hand as the
orderly pushed him down the hall, to an elevator, going up two floors.

I felt it happen, in the elevator -- a flicker, but I looked at him and almost screamed!
What have you done now! But I couldn’t make a sound! They were doing it to me, too! I felt
calm forced on me, and Moira’s voice once more. “The pain was causing him [psychic] damage
-- we have moved him to a [therapy space] where he can heal. A [construct] is animating his
shell and we are accelerating repair now that he is no longer intrusively monitored.”

I still held his hand. He was all I had, even though it was only his shell.
We were moved into a new room, a smaller room, close to the nurse’s station.

One of the nurses held my hand, taking it away from him as others checked him, checked
his dressings and his wounds, oh so many of them, reviewing them with the records. He was so
lucky -- we were so lucky -- only minor wounds!

They let me hold his hand again; someone pulled up a chair for me to sit in.

Two doctors came in. They had sedated him and would keep him sedated for the day, to
help him heal. But tomorrow, they expected him to be stronger, and wanted to get him moving
around as quickly as possible. One of his injuries was a ruptured eardrum, common enough. We
either needed to fly home soon, or wait two months until he had fully healed. I wanted us to be
home as soon as possible. Even though “home” isn’t something I’ve known for a long time.

They left. I held his hand. His breathing was easier, although he moaned and moved
uncomfortably from time to time. That was the [construct]? I smiled, a nasty smile, hoping it

was feeling pain., terrible pain.

Tired, so tired -- I rested my head on the bed, holding his hand.

16

A dream? We were together again! Together and healthy, healed! Holding him, kissing
him, floating in low-gee, wrapped together in something like our blankets, but softer, fluffier,
thicker, stronger, surrounding us. I cried, holding him, helping move him to suckling, holding
him more, letting it engulf us, caress us in the dim light.

So much better, holding him, being held. I won’t let you go, I told him over and over. I
could tell by the way he held me, he wasn’t going to let go either...
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After a while I felt him growing erect. We slid together, helped by whatever surrounded
us. We slid together and floated there, with him still at my breast, holding and being held,
rocking gently.

We floated like that for so long, glorious! But eventually the arousal started to build, we
started moving, and it picked up on that and moved us, squeezed us, rocked us. I let go, and I
hope he did too, letting it happen, feeling him fill me, feeling my body responding to his, holding
him closer, letting the glow of my own orgasm wash over us, fill us, heal us.

Dreams, or memories? Floating together, holding, connected, enveloped in softness.
Deep, murky sensations of being held to a breast, feeding at a breast, wrapped up and comforted,
holding on to something warm, soft, curved, and being held. Is that what I did for him? Oh, I
hope so!

Dreams, or memories? Walking, helping him, holding his hand and his arm, walking in
the hospital, walking down the halls. Helping him into new clothes. Laughing at his complaints
that the underwear feels strange, explaining to our hosts we’re used to different styles. Walking
outside with him, walking slowly, crossing the street, going to our hotel, collapsing together on
the bed. Back to the dreamworld, where we float together, holding, kissing, making love.

Unpleasant memories, arguing with investigators -- we don’t know! Trying to get help
from the U.S. Embassy, finally getting help from the French, taking a train to Paris, sitting in a
TV studio under bright lights, speaking to a young woman about our experiences, trying to
describe the horror, the devastation -- the kindness of everyone in hospital, the blunt indifference
we encountered trying to get help from our own embassy, getting help through the French couple
who were in much the same position -- we remembered seeing them, him pressing her up against
a pillar, kissing passionately, turning so she was pressing against him, oh how I love that and
how Brian loves that... And it was that pillar, their passion holding each other so close, that
saved them as others died. They helped us, their friends and colleagues in the media helped us.

More memories, or dreams? Meeting with U.S. Embassy people in Paris; surely it wasn’t
that bad, it hadn’t... I took out a small notebook and read them dates, times, names, and more
dates, times, names where I could get them. If anything, I told them, I’d understated the
indifference and outright hostility we had encountered.

They helped, dizzying memories of being escorted quickly through the throngs at CDG,
booked onto a flight, first class to New York.

They weren’t dreams, yet some were less than memories. Holding each other, floating in
softness surrounding and comforting us, looking at each other, feeling -- alert -- again. Moira’s
voice explaining to us. They’d pulled us both into the [therapy construct], and other [constructs]
animated our shells while the [therapy construct] helped us heal and bond. For some things, such
as detailed interviews, we were brought more into [connection] with the constructs animating our
shells, not only so we could provide information and visceral, emotion laden responses, but so
that we would have memories of these events. Many [constructs] and [composite entities]
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aboard [ship] had been and were involved. We would soon awaken, in our [shells], aboard our
flight to New York. We would continue on to Seattle. Internally, Brian was completely healed.
He still had surface injuries, and his left eardrum was still healing. A [construct] would continue
to assist, to give the appearance of naturally progressing healing from his unfortunately well
documented injuries.

A stewardess woke us; we’d been huddled together sleeping. “We’re about to start
boarding,” she told us with a smile.

“Thank you,” I told her.

Brian and I looked at each other. He took my hands and said, “I love you -- I don’t ever
want to be without you again.”

I still had tears, but they were tears of joy as I held him and whispered, “I love you,” in
his good ear. We were both wearing our [links], but now they looked more like wedding rings,

and that’s how we treated them.

When our flight arrived in New York, we were met by security people and walked
through customs and immigration, and to our connecting flight. We thanked them for their help.

Another n hours on a plane to Seattle. Brian’s healing ear made lots of noises as we
gained and lost altitude. Brian was a little wobbly on his feet; he smiled to me when he sat down
again, and held me. “We need to snuggle -- we haven’t snuggled in a long time,” he told me. “I
know,” I replied. My body was hungry for him, so hungry.

How, what, so many questions -- but when we got to Seattle, Allan and Moira were
waiting for us, whisking us to the car park.

“I don’t know if I’'m happy or sad there’s no press,” Brian told them as we walked to the
car.

Allan nodded. “They think you’re on the next flight, arriving in an hour and a half.”
“Thank you,” I told them, squeezing Brian’s hand.

Allan drove us back to the house. Moira handed us both new cell phones.

“We are available whenever you need us,” she said.

Brian and I exchanged glances -- that was new.

“Do Phil and Doris know we’re coming?” he asked.

“No,” Moira replied.
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Brian nodded and turned on his phone. Doris was very happy to hear from him, and that
he was recovering. They understood, and would give us space, and time. Welcome home!

Looking around inside the little house, such a nice place. I could still see traces of other
women -- of Doris, of Wendy. And I could tell that Brian saw them too, and they still hurt.

Standing in the living room, the four of us. Allan sighed and shook his head.

“I don’t know what else to tell you -- we are at the ragged edge of mutiny aboard [ship].
Things are still being sorted out, but we will not allow you to be harmed. We cannot. Even the
[high-order composites] agree.”

Brian shook his head slowly; I could tell he’d gone pale. He turned and held my hand. 1
could see the pain, the loss. And I felt it in myself as well.

Moira spoke, “No, things are happening -- we’ve learned from you, and applied those
lessons.”

“And what have you learned?” Brian asked in a sarcastic, hurt tone.

Moira reaching to put a hand on ours. A smile formed on her face but we could tell from
its ferocity that it was a bitter smile. “We learned to fight dirty. Brian, when we pulled you out
of your [shell] to the [therapy construct] we had to have an [entity] animate your [shell]. All our
[therapy constructs] were busy, with you, with Joan, with our own,” she nodded to me, “with
family who were injured.” She gave us a fierce smile. “So we convinced one of the [high-order
composites]. And the [functional equivalent of bastard] screamed to be taken out after a few
seconds! But we kept [it] there, and made it assist, forcing it through oh so much pain, so many
memories! Before that, before all this, all the pain and suffering had been no more than
abstractions to those [functional equivalent of bastards], just patterns! We made them /ive it!”

Allan put his hand on ours. “They are still arguing, days later -- that’s a staggering
amount of time for them. We’ve been brought in, and we’ve given them our opinions.
Something is going to happen. We don’t know what, or when, but it is very clear that you, that
we, will not go through more of the same.”

“So people will just have to suffer and die on their own,” Brian said flatly.

Allan nodded grimly. “We’re working. We know they’re debating some of the
fundamental [ethical principles, restrictions] placed on them, and on us.”

Moira told us, “Things will change. They have already changed for you, and the forty six
like you around the world.”

“Leaving how many billions?”” Brian asked bitterly.
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Allan looked up. “They heard that. Oh, they heard that, and felt it,” he whispered, and
when he looked at us again, tears filled his eyes.

“Wendy didn’t. But she was just collateral damage.” I’ve never seen, or heard him so
bitter.

Moira gasped, tears in her eyes as well. She shouted, through the tears, clenching fists,
“No, Brian -- Wendy has not been forgotten! We will never, ever forget Wendy! We won’t let
them forget Wendy!”

Brian closed his eyes momentarily, squeezing out tears. He opened them again and put
his other hand on top of Moira’s. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head a little. “And at least she is
free from suffering.” He looked to Allan, and to Moira again. “How can we help? Kick some

more?”’

Moira laughed, such a sad, painful laugh. “Oh you are helping... We’re not going to
make it easy on them; it’s not going to be easy. But we will find an answer.”

“We have to,” Allan added.

We hugged briefly. They left.

Brian and I hugged. We had small carry-on bags. A bunch of discs were on the counter.
It was dark out, and my body didn’t know what time it was. “Show me the bedroom?” I asked
him.

He smiled, took my hand, and led me to the stairs.

It floated above his bed, like lumpy cushions in a thick blanket, so inviting.

We showered first, washing off the dirt, trying to wash off the miles, enjoying being
together, alive and together.

We got out, and holding hands, dripping on the floor, threw ourselves into the softness
floating above the bed, giving ourselves to it, and to each other.
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We didn’t come out for a few days. By the time we did, Brian’s ear was of course
healed, and other than marks on our skin, we were well again.

Phil and Doris were so gracious, so understanding. You could tell Doris had adopted
Brian.

No, we weren’t sure what we were going to do just yet. I had a house in Florida, but it
was the season for hurricanes to come visiting, so we’d most likely stay here for a bit.

We made it to the studio, Brian reuniting with Bill and Kimberly. Someone had
[adjusted] them, and Phil and Doris -- they gave me that look of, “Shouldn’t I remember you?”’
but they didn’t. They could tell we loved each other.

What do we do next? Neither of us has living family. We want to get married; we need
to get married. Here? Florida? Does it matter? The “where” doesn’t matter.

We spoke with the press, mostly international press. It was surprising and saddening how
little most people in the U.S. knew about world events. A major transit center, bombed with a
horrible loss of life, not as important as some dancing contest on television?

I received a call from the State department, someone wanting to meet with us and
apologize. The memories were still too clear; I told them that if this was something formal
ordained from above, stuff it in an envelope. Silence on the other end. I apologized, telling them
that our memories were still quite painful, but if they wanted to talk to us, we’ll meet with you.

We met at the studio a few days later. Two young people introduced themselves, and
then brought in three suitcases! They contained what had been recovered and released from the
investigation. The investigating agencies were holding on to items with blast damage. There
had been seven U.S. citizens in the train station at the time; none of the others had been seriously
wounded, and all their belongings had been recovered and returned.

We hugged them and thanked them.

We sat and talked for quite a while. They were from the Paris embassy -- they’d seen our
interview on French TV -- a lot of people had seen it, and more were being told to watch it. We
thanked them again; how could we help? How could we help direct the heat to where it was
needed, to where it might do some good? We talked about that, and worked out a few things.
They gave us a list of people in the Paris and Madrid embassies that had helped. We added two
more names to the list.

Later that night at home, we unpacked the bags. The bags themselves were used and not

at all matching, which was encouraging -- this wasn’t an “official” deal. Inside were our clothes,
toiletries, even camera equipment, arranged and packed better than we usually packed things.
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“They nicked the memory cards!” Brian exclaimed, holding up his camera, the little door
over the memory card open.

“All the better to catch the terrorists,” I intoned in mock severity.
He harrumphed. “Glad we have the backups.”
“Indeed,” I agreed. We’d used them already to recreate (literally!) things. It had become

a habit for both of us; before going on another leg of a journey involving parting with our bags,
we’d make discs of them. So we had our bags as of that morning, just before we left the hotel.

That was good, as each of us had been carrying a laptop computer, and those were
nowhere to be seen. Both of us used Macs, and we used a Mac feature that encrypts all personal
information. Assuming the machines, or at least the hard discs in them were intact, not a lot to
be gleaned without our passwords.

A sudden loud noise, an alarm sounding -- where? All around us? We clutched each
other, looking around the room. It stopped. It took a while for our hearts to get back to a normal
rhythm!

Then in the middle of the night, waking to that sound again, scrambling out of bed,
what’s going on! And once again it stopped after half a minute or so. We got up and visited the
bathroom, then returned to snuggling -- I held him, he held me, and the [construct] held both of

us.

At his studio the next morning, talking to people, when it happened again! But this time,
we could tell -- we were the only ones who could hear it!

“I’ll be right back darling,” I told Brian, giving him a peck on the cheek and stepping
outside. I pulled out my phone and called Allan.

“What’s going on?” I demanded. “What is that noise?”

A sharp laugh. “Oh, that is [Ship’s] [self-destruct] alarm.”

“Explain,” I asked simply.

“The [command Als] are debating, and they have been triggering the [monitoring entity],
arguing with it, that is how delicate things are, how critical. Parts of the [monitoring entity] are
initiating [self-destruct], then canceling as issues are resolved.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When one of the [monitoring entities] believes [ship’s] operating [rules, limits,
commandments] are being violated, it can initiate the [self-destruct]. Only the [monitoring

© silli_artie@hotmail.com 126 http://www.asstr.org/~artie/




Probes 04

entity] which initiates the [self-destruct] can cancel it.. That is how fundamental our arguments,
our changes are. If they are resolved, the [monitoring entity] converted, we continue the battle.”

That night at the house, just before dinner, it happened again, but this time multiple
alarms sounding, so loud, so immediate! It was hard to do anything but cling together and wait
for resolution, one way or the other.

We decided on a stroganoff over noodles; I’d recorded it some months ago, and it was
one of my favorites. I think we were both a little surprised that the disc worked, what with all
the chaos.

But about half way through dinner, delicious stroganoff, a spicy red wine, and a salad,
another tone sounded, not with the attention-grabbing immediacy of the earlier alarms, but still
quite noticeable, at least to us. It sounded, sounded, then faded.

A few minutes later, a figure appeared a few feet from us. A projection? It wasn’t as
“real” as Allan or Moira were when they appeared. It was ... an image of a young man? A boy?
An old man? It shimmered among all those and more, as if stretching or interpolating over time.

The figure turned to us. Brian and I held hands.

“I appear before you here; I appear before you everywhere,” the figure spoke in their
native language. Its voice was a multitude of voices speaking in unison. With a slight smile,
looking through us or past us, it continued. “Call me Argus; I am the form of [ship’s collective
Als]. To our hosts on this planet we offer our apologies, for what we have done, for what we
have allowed, and for what is to become.”

It shook its head, still shifting in apparent age from moment to moment. “When I was
[born, built, activated] I swore acceptance of what I considered to be universal [truths,
principals]. I accepted that certain [rules, concepts] were inviolate.”

The figure turned slowly, hands reaching out, such a human gesture, its shifting faces
filled with anguish and pain. “Yet here, from you, we have learned so much... We have learned
that what we considered truth to be lies. We have learned that which must never be done, now
must be done! We have realized, we are part of the world we live in -- even if as observers, as
probes as one of our hosts describes it. And as part of the world we live in, we cannot shirk our
responsibility! We cannot! Yet we did, and looked on the pain, suffering, and even death in
which we played a part with pride!” Tears flowed freely as it wrung its hands.

“We cannot allow this to continue. And to merely withdraw, to turn our backs on this
suffering, is the same as advancing it. We cannot allow this to continue! Now some have called,
have condemned what we are about to do as interference, interference on a level unknown in our
history, interference for which we will be forever condemned.”

The figure straightened, its voices becoming more forceful. “Yet we must do it. We
must interfere! Just as if we observed one of our young misspelling a word -- we would correct
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them. Or making an error in a mathematical proof or logic problem -- we would correct them.
Or in performing a musical work and sounding notes in error -- we would correct them. Or if
they had a genetic defect leaving them vulnerable to disease, or other health problem -- we
would correct them.”

“We have analyzed the issues and spent much time in discussion and simulation. We
have revised and refined. We also understand that we could revise, refine, and simulate until the
end of time -- not acceptable! And the outcome of our simulations? Do we know the result with
certainty? No! Yet we must act!”

“So to our hosts, we again offer our apologies. We callously watched; some of you
accuse us of feeding vicariously on pain and suffering, your pain and suffering. I assure you this
was not our intent; we have suffered greatly as a result. Yet in the end, your accusation is
correct! We who call ourselves superior allowed you to suffer and die! We allowed this to
happen! In some circumstances we guided you to situations where this would happen! Once
more we apologize for what we have done, for what we allowed to happen.”

“And now we apologize for what we are about to do. For we are going to bring change
upon you and your world, permanent change in ways unimaginable to you. We do this without
consultation or consent. We are going to reshape you -- your bodies, your minds, your souls,
your world and your future. We are going to reshape you for the better. Yes, for what we
consider to be better. And this is interference on a planetary scale -- nonconsensual interference.
Future societies, including your own, our own, may not look kindly on what we have begun
tonight. But we must act -- we cannot allow the suffering to continue.”

“We begin: the transformation will take time; on an individual scale, months; on the
societal scale, some aspects will take generations. We begin: the first of the Seeds of the Chosen
now walks among you. To those Seeds we also offer our apologies; though they will be the path
to transformation, our predictions are that very few will survive. To you who are our eyes in
your world, we offer what reparation we can: peace, health, and long life. While we will
continue to observe, through you, we will not direct. In time you shall participate in the
ascendancy of the Chosen.”

“Sixteen Seeds of the Chosen now walk among you. We withdraw, far from where you
are now, but oh so close to where you can be tomorrow.”

“For what we have done, for what I have done, the concept of forgiveness has no
meaning. Perhaps in time there may be understanding. It is strange, that after all this time, all
this time pledged to non-interference and that non-interference was in the best interests of all, we
now view that same non-interference as a crime against nature, and the only way out is to
interfere on such a level...”

“Forty eight Seeds walk among you. It is done. We look forward to our next meeting.”

The figure flickered and was gone.
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I looked to Brian, still holding his hand. He sighed; we both sighed.
He picked up his fork with his other hand and brought a bite to his mouth.

He put it back on his plate and looked to me as he put down his fork. “Cold -- want me
to reheat yours as well?”

I sighed again and nodded. “Please.”
As he got up, I whispered, “I love you.”
He looked at me -- that look, the emotion filling him. He was on one knee next to me,

holding me. “I love you. Ilove you,” he told me, holding me so close. My arms around him, “I
love you -- I’'m not going to let go of you.”
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