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Chapter 1—Looking For An Affordable Used Robot
Sharon watched the man make his way into the showroom. Her position as receptionist made her the first point of contact for customers, of which there weren't enough right now for her needs. One would think that, with the current business downturn, selling reconditioned robots would be booming, but there was a stigma that remained regardless of economic conditions.
Buying a used robot is buying someone else's problems.
Even though this was a factory showroom run by the original manufacturer and every robot here was certified and sold with a full limited warranty, most people wanted a new 'bot if they got one at all.
Sharon studied the latest prospect as he looked around before spotting her at the sales desk.
Not too young.
The young ones didn't have the necessary money or stability.
Not too old either.
The older ones would be more fixed in their definitions of where a 'bot would fit into their life—and tended to be much more controlling of their purchases.
Late twenties, she estimated. This might be the one she needed. She'd know for sure after she ran some checks on him. Sharon shifted her position slightly so as to appear as attractive as possible and waited for him to come over.
* * * *
Greg walked into the used robot showroom with a bit of apprehension in his stride. At age twenty-eight he had finally made the decision to add a 'bot to his life.
This was not as simple as it sounded. Robots were still quite expensive, even used ones. His credit was marginal enough as it was, but he'd wanted a robot of his own ever since he was thirteen when a beautiful, kind, older lady—who actually appeared about 23 years old—had helped him out of a jam before admitting that she was a robot herself. Even then the robots had been so good that you could barely tell them from the people they were built to imitate. Since that time they had gotten even better at acting like people. For all of his adult life, Greg had found himself awkward and never very successful with women. It could be different with a 'bot.
Greg knew a good robot could be many things, including companion and lover. He'd saved his money carefully for years, avoiding many temporary luxuries, without admitting that this was why he was saving it. But his most recent breakup had finally made him admit that robots probably made better people than people did. And that he'd rather have a robot programmed to love him than just another girlfriend who loved herself and his bank account.
The showroom wasn't what Greg had expected. He thought there would be robots standing on display in niches or pedestals waiting to be sold. Instead there were a few large pictures, an expanse of empty carpet, several closed doors, and a reception desk. Rather than just be able to look around on his own it seemed he'd have to deal with people who would probably require him to prove he could actually buy a 'bot before he could even see one. That only made it harder. But Greg was determined. He marched up to the desk and presented himself to the receptionist.
* * * *
Sharon waited patiently. Robots were always shown in private rooms, which meant every customer had to go through her. She liked it that way. Her job was to determine if the customer was serious. Then, using available profile information—not all of it public since RobTronics paid a lot of money to get access to some of the best private personal databases—she would try to match the customer with what he or she wanted before they got bored and left. Too often the customer him/herself didn't know what they really wanted. What RobTronics didn't realize is that Sharon had an agenda of her own.
Sharon greeted Greg graciously as he arrived at her desk. She engaged him in polite small until she could courteously ask him for a thumbprint. This was SOP.
* * * *
Greg arrived at the desk to find that the woman behind it was actually quite beautiful—in an older sort of way. She appeared a few years older than Greg himself, with long wavy brown hair and a very pretty face. He couldn't see much more about her since she was sitting behind a high desk—except that she seemed to have a very ample chest under her white blouse.
For a moment Greg wished she was a robot and he could just buy her right here, take her home, and be done with the whole thing. Buying a robot should be a fun experience. But somehow the stress of the amount of money involved and the consequences of making a wrong choice seemed to wring any joy out of the ordeal. But even if she had been a 'bot, this woman was not the ideal image of the robot girl that Greg had in mind for himself.
Greg had some very fixed ideas about what robots were. A couple of the gentlemen's clubs he frequented had a number of entertainer models in their lineups, all of whom appeared to be in the age range of just legal eighteen through almost over the hill twenty-one. They moved gracefully up on stage. Even sitting up close at his table talking—and collecting tips for their time—they had such a natural lack of concern over their nudity that they were a joy just to be around. Every one of them came across as bright, interesting, interested in him, able to carry on a great conversation, or perform a memorably erotic lap dance on a moment's notice. He figured all robots were like that since they were the only ones he saw or interacted with. And while you could rent the ones at the clubs for private performances after-hours, Greg had quickly realized that was the fast track to the poorhouse. Better to buy your own someday and have her always there for you.
But on second glance the lady at the desk was beautiful too. With her friendly smile—and apparently some artful makeup—she managed to make Greg feel better about coming in here.
* * * *
"May I help you?" she asked in a warm voice.
"I would like to buy a robot."
"Did you have a particular model in mind?"
"No. I mean, I don't know what models you actually have. I was hoping to see what was available."
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