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Chapter One

Immediately following Marla Gershe’s
nonexistent coffee break at three in the afternoon, a policeman
shot her through the mid-section with one of those newfangled
xanthan guns. That simple act changed her life forever. Actually,
her life had been changing slowly over the previous few months, but
everything came to a head starting at 5:15 a.m. the day she was
shot. Let’s take a look.

5:15 a.m.

“Mama! Where’s Sa…” Marla Gershe barged
through the aluminum doors leading to the looming floor, stopping
abruptly to stare at the far wall where ten names on the in-board
lit up red confirming the obvious: Mama had only half a staff. The
flimsy doors behind Gershe waffled in the silence. She looked over
at the short woman wearing optical enhancers on her nose.

“Where are your weavers?” Marla called,
jerking her head toward the nearly empty room. Five in the morning
and she was already annoyed.

Mama, whose name nobody knew, was referred to
by her position as head weaver. She stood with the lint screen from
the third shift’s leavings in one hand and a shop vac suction in
the other. Her loom, hooked directly up to the Anthusian CIA
(Central Intelligence Agent—some would describe it as a mainframe),
was the largest and most complicated machine in the room. The cast
iron affair, proudly as wide as a shed, held a conglomeration of
wooden warp frame, plastic computer components, weft attachment,
high-speed shuttle, and numerous LED readout panels. There was a
little coffee cup holder next to her, set at waist height, on her
right.

Mama looked over her specs at Marla. Five in
the morning and she was already annoyed.

“Parker shifted ‘em over to O’Halloran,” she
said, apparently bored with the ineptitude of upper management.
“Supposed to be some big do there today. The president’s over for a
visit, or something.” She switched on the pump ending the
conversation without so much as an editorial “naturally,” or “as
usual,” or “of course.”

The day’s ten weavers, by now arriving at
their respective stations (which, being only the size of a cow’s
trough, were puny compared to Mama’s), mimicked her actions down
the line, turning on their vacuum pumps and cleaning out the third
shift’s lint leavings. The dust in the room had only recently
settled from the previous shift’s activities. It swirled up in the
ritualized onset of the first shift, filling the air with the
familiar smell of dust, must, and rust that made Marla Gershe think
of an Okie panhandle — the likes of which she had never in her life
experienced so how the hell would she even know.

“That’s great!” Marla said, kicking Mama’s
unit. “God forbid they’d slack us off in comp.” Then, raising her
voice over the noise of the vacuuming, she said to no one in
particular, “Where’s Saddle? Where’s today’s designs?”

“Here, Marla,” a voice called from behind
her.

Marla spun around and saw the waifish owner
of the cutest black bobbed haircut any employee of BAC Enterprises
ever had the nerve to sport.

Saddle rushed up breathlessly, pink plastic
barrettes perched on top of her head to hold back her overgrown
bangs. She wore a fluffy pink sweater — undersized—with a ribbon
trimming the neckline.

“You late today?” Marla asked.

“No,” Saddle replied, handing Marla a sheaf
of papers. The top one had a turquoise patch of fabric glued onto
it. “I noticed you weren’t in your office so I ran out to find you.
We’ve got an awful day ahead of us, I think.”

Marla grabbed the papers and began sifting
through. “No shit,” she said. “There’s a full show here with only
half a staff. Where’s that fucking Parker?”

“I don’t know, but they gave us a couple of
zingers too.”

“Great!” Marla headed back through the
aluminum double doors and out into the noiseless hallway. “Get me
Parker’s access number.”

“Here, Marla, here.” Saddle scrambled after
her, holding out her personal pink buzzer with its accompanying
bubblegum mixed with lipstick odor.

Marla stopped abruptly and grabbed the
yakker, pushing “send.” She grimaced at the yakker’s fragrance and
waited as the line played its annoying double beep. Finally, the
receiver clicked on.

“Parker?” Marla jumped in. “Did you
know…”

“Grant Parker is unable to receive at the
moment. Please buzz back or press ‘call back’ to have him return
your buzz when appropriate.”

“Fuckin’ hell!” Marla blurted out in
exasperation, hitting the end button. “Where’s Torpid at on this
thing?” She jabbed her finger at the hologram screen, randomly
searching for the phone book.

“He’s in there,” Saddle answered, stepping
over to see if she could help. “Press T.”

Marla fiddled with the colored lights,
alternately selecting some sequence and then placing the earpiece
next to her head. At one point, the object screeched so loudly, the
lift down the hall summoned itself to the loom floor, thinking it
had heard a call. “Floor please,” it asked after its gates opened
and it had been sitting there for about ten seconds without anyone
ordering a floor.

Frustrated, Marla tossed the yakker to Saddle
and made her way down to the lift, thinking she might as well take
advantage of it since it was already here. “You need to get that
thing fixed or something. Where’s mine, by the way?”

Saddle caught the unit mid-air and hit
“clear” and then punched up the point list. Two seconds later, she
was running after Marla, holding the crescent box in front of her.
“Here’s the line, Marla,” she called.

She handed the yakker over while Marla stuck
one foot on the lift’s pad to keep it from leaving.

“Yeah, hi, Gershe here,” Marla said into the
yakker. “Listen, Parker took half my staff for something over at
O’Halloran and I’ve got a full show. I gotta get some weavers. I
need half a dozen, or the zingers those asshole third shift
designers put on my scroll gotta disappear.”

“We need the zingers, Marla,” Torpid answered
like a father who’s gone over this a thousand times before but
junior just isn’t getting the fact that taking out the trash is his
special place in the world. When he gets his own house and pays his
own taxes, then he can make up the rules, but until then, Dad’s in
charge.

“The line is flagging,” Torpid continued.
“You know this. Just settle down. I’ll see if I can borrow some
people from Ted. He’s not going to like it; it’s the second time
this month you’re asking favors.”

“I’m asking favors? Who put all this
together? Those freeze heads on the night shift are strung out on
Dolly pills and I’m asking favors? Parker took my — hold on.”

She placed her finger over the mouthpiece and
hollered over to Saddle who had been faithfully hanging around. “Go
back and tell Mama to clean out all the machines before she starts.
We may be getting more people, and even if we don’t, if one of the
looms craps the bed, another one will be ready immediately. The
fabric is going to be late this morning anyway.”

Saddle turned to go back through the looming
doors.

“And send up a double for me, black,” Marla
called to her. “I’ll be in the office.”

“Okay.”

“And one for yourself and Mama, and the whole
crew in there.”

“One?”

“Don’t be smart. I’m too pissed off. Put it
on Parker’s tab.”

The lift had started nagging her about
holding it by now so she stepped onto the platform, flicking her
hand over the little window for her floor — 410.

“Well, well, you sound like you’re handling
things there, Gershe,” Torpid said through the yakker. “Fine
job.”

“Fine job, my ass. This is the third time
this week some shit like this has happened and it’s…”

“…only Wednesday. Yeah, I know. What you
gonna do? Ever since Campbell…”

“…went plastic, yeah I know, we have to
quick-march to keep our prices down. It’s bullshit. Keep ‘em up
high. Natural fabrics…”

“…are worth more… Yeah I know. Is there some
way we can not have this conversation some morning? Listen, you’re
doing your job, you’ll pull through. Get a double, take some Tums.
See you…”

“…after the show. Yeah, I know.” She clicked
the yakker off, stashed it in her back pocket, and ran out as the
lift stopped on her floor. She was in her office by the time the
elevator said, “Four hundred and ten.”

Leaning against the edge of her work
organizer, she shuffled through the sheets with the day’s show
designs. Papers from previous shows lay strewn about the floor, on
the two high chairs, on the standing light box, on her organizer
hovering in the middle of the room, on the storage units. In short,
pieces of Marla Gershe’s life — a gigantic puzzle, perhaps never to
be assembled — covered every horizontal surface of her office. The
daily designs that made up each do, the threads and fabrics to show
the designs off, the themes of the moments, the desired effects,
the colors, the swirls, the sweat and tears, and most important,
the money to be made by this line of BAC’s textile enterprises,
were all there in a convoluted mess. If someone put the last year’s
collection of bits and pieces of fiber lying here and everywhere in
order, not only would Marla Gershe have a clear picture of what she
had been doing for 52 weeks of her life, but she’d easily be able
to find the controls to Agnes — the CIA mentioned earlier — that
were installed somewhere on her hovering organizer.

Alas, that would not be happening any time
soon. She stood, leaning and flipping through the current orders,
searching for the zingers Saddle mentioned.

“Knobby double knit — one bolt,” she mumbled
to herself. “Reversible mohair — one bolt. Japanese hand weave…what
the fuck?”

Six more pages of cotton/linen type mixes and
then the zingers: a pink taffeta with an odd metallic cross-grain
shellacked in, and a new stretch knit she’d never heard of.
According to the sheet, the thread to work with it hadn’t been
invented yet. The sample patch wasn’t there. Even the “freezeheads”
couldn’t put it together.

She reached for the yakker and pushed “last.”
The tone double beeped for an interminable time. Finally, it rang
clear.

“I can’t do this,” she jumped in before
Torpid answered. “I need…”

“Dread Torpid is not available at the moment.
Please buzz…”

“God dammit!” she shrieked, throwing the
crescent-shaped yakker (some people called their personal
communicators bananas) at the wall in disgust. Its gelphan coating
cushioned the blow when it hit the wall and simultaneously attached
it there, just as it was designed to do.

“Fuck!” she said, sinking into her high seat
and dropping her head into her hands.

“I’m sorry?” the walls to her office were
confused as to what she wanted.

Marla sat at her desk that was littered with
yesterday’s and last week’s and last month’s programs, sample
sheets, and patch pieces. She shoved it all onto the floor and sat
with her eyes crammed into the heels of her hands. She would’ve
cried if she’d had the time for it. She would’ve quit if her
short-circuiting brain could have thought about it. All she could
do was run through options in her head and try to remember how to
run a loom.

Finally, after about five seconds of respite,
she lifted her head and answered the walls.

“I need the list of hand weavers brought up.
Click message each one — local please, no email — and see who can
come in today. Forward any replies from anybody to me
immediately.”

“Even Doran?”

“Oh Christ! No, not him. Anybody but him.
Don’t even call Doran.”

“How are you going to get a message if your
yakker’s stuck to the wall?”

“Just call please. And that’s Saddle’s phone
anyway.”

“Where’s yours?”

“I don’t know, why don’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know. Where did you leave it?”

“Oh Gad! How the hell should I know, you
bleeping idiot.”

“Don’t get nasty just because I’m not
ambulatory. It’s in your wastebasket at home, where you threw it
last night.”

“Fine. Have them call Saddle’s phone when you
send out the messages.” Marla began thumbing the inviso pad
installed on the upper right corner of her organizer, signing her
print onto each piece of paper.

“Agnes!”

“Yes.”

“Is Saddle’s still working?” Marla asked
sheepishly.

“What is a Saddles?”

“Saddle’s phone.”

“Yes.”

Just then, Saddle herself bounced through the
door on a wave of company coffee aroma—raunchy, rich, and double
caffeine. She set one of the steaming cups on Marla’s
organizer.

“Mama’s pissed,” she said. “Said she doesn’t
have time to clean two machines when she’s got a full show.”

“Is she doing it anyway?” Marla asked.

“Of course.”

“Well then, what do you care?”

“I’m just sayin’…hey! What’s my banana doing
on the wall?”

“I put it there so I wouldn’t lose it.”

“Oh, good idea.” Saddle moved to the far wall
to grab it.

“I need that,” Marla said. “Leave it, please.
Agnes is going to call with names of hand weavers that can make it
in today.”

“Christ! You mean we have to hand-weave
today?”

“Yeah.”

“Tell them no. We can’t do that today.”

“‘Tell them no.’ Yeah, right.”

“You can say ‘no’.”

“Just like Mama can say ‘no’?”

“This isn’t fair. This is the third time this
week we’ve had more than our share.”

“Yeah, well, you do good work, keep mopping
up spills, etc. and you get more of the same. That’s the way it is.
Hopefully, in the end you get paid in kind. Can you process these
please?” She handed the sheets to Saddle, her thumbprint signature
having been added at this point.

“Yeah, right!” Saddle stood and stared at
her, deliberately ignoring the papers in Marla’s outstretched hand.
“They’ve been hinting at no pay raises again because of what
Campbell’s doing.”

“Just take the papers and keep track of
what’s happening. We can grieve later. Next week.”

“Next week, next month. We don’t have time to
grieve. Besides that’s a Union thing. We’re not in the Union. Tell
you what though, one day Mama or somebody down there is going to
knock a hole in her head and then we’ll all be grieving for
real.”

“Yeah, OK, at least we’ll have time to
complain then. Please, get these fabric orders to Barge, so he can
get started, so Mama can get started, so we can get started.”

“Oh don’t worry about Mama. She’s still
cleaning the second machines and trying to buck up her staff.”

“Good, good.”

Saddle snatched the papers and stomped out of
the room, her yellow plasto-pants swishing angrily.

Marla sat down with the two zingers and
flipped through formula buttons on the centered pad of her
organizer. The computer was just about to give one of her
programmed joke lines, like “Oooooh, that tickles,” when Marla hit
the “No Discourse” button.

She had to find the formula for the new
fabrics — the zingers — soon. That would give Barge and his boys in
the basement enough time to dig through the piles of dusty spools
that were dragged out once every decade, whenever a genius designer
came up with a brilliant something or other they were convinced
would be the “start of something grand,” but actually wound up
embarrassingly outdated within a few weeks. Something like their
famous “fishweave” — nylon fishing line woven across graphite
fibers complete with baby three-way hooks tacked on at intervals.
Everyone from the weavers to the mannequin dressers went home
bloody that day. With any luck, last night’s designers were in a
conservative frame of mind, and they hadn’t mixed any alcohol with
their Dolly pills. All she needed right now was to have to work
with some sort of exploding-sequin coated zinc/poly alloy. That
would top the whole day.

Just as Marla found the last thread number
for the bizarre taffeta piece, Saddle burst back into the room.

“There’s a reversible mohair here, that takes
twice as long.”

“Yeah, I saw that. Put that one last. I’ll do
it myself if I have to.”

“You’re kidding! The Union’ll bust you.”

“Oh, I’m so scared. The Union. The Union that
allows its workers to quicktime four days out of five? That
Union?”

“Fuck!” Saddle spun and fled through the
doorway, plasto-pants positively livid.

Marla whipped through the electronic pages
frantically looking for a substitute for the thread on her list
that hadn’t been invented yet. Nothing compatible came up. The
stretch capacity of the new knit was so high, everything on hand
would be tensioned to break if used with it.

“What the fuck is it made out of?” Marla
asked herself. “Mucilage?”

“Rubber bands,” Agnes answered aloud, and
then it started spewing out formulas as fast as Marla flipped
through the pages.

“What?” Marla yelled, glancing at the toggle
switches on her organizer; her arm must have bumped the “No
Discourse” button to the “off” position. “Shut up!” She hollered,
slamming the offending button “on” again.

She grabbed the cup of coffee, gulping the
contents without noticing the scald. She wiped her mouth with the
back of her hand and continued scrolling through pages of
formulas.

“Rubber bands, rubber bands, rubber bands,”
she incanted.

Knocking the “No Discourse” button off, she
asked, “How many hand weavers have you come up with?”

Just as she asked the question, Saddle’s yak
box, still hanging on the wall, rang.

“There’s one now,” Agnes answered. “But to
answer your question, I sent out fifteen calls.”

Marla wheeled herself back to the wall where
the mellophone was buzzing and grabbed it.

“Marla Gershe here.”

“Hello? You called?”

“You do hand jobs?” Marla asked. “Who are
you? I’m not clocking an ID on you.”

“Yes, of course. My line is disrupted so my
ID doesn’t disseminate at the moment, but I’ve worked for you
before. It’s Charlo Doran.”

Marla winced and mouthed “Christ” to
herself.

“Uh, listen. Not sure if we’re going to need
you after all. I’m trying to change the program. Oh, wait a second.
You ever worked with latex?”

“You bet, Marlie girl. Latex, teflo-tape,
pine tar, sweet gum, anything sticky or stretchy. That’s my
specialty.”

“Why is that not a surprise?” Marla said.
“Listen, get in here in half an hour. See Sivia on 200, she’ll have
directions.”

Marla’s morning continued in this vein. The
activity intensified and the stakes gradually, almost
imperceptibly, rose. By 8 a.m. she was on her fifth cup of
scavenged coffee, one of which had been left over from the previous
night’s show. It was cold and had a cigarette butt in it, but Marla
didn’t notice.

Periodically she was reminded that Grant
Parker’s show at O’Halloran was infinitely more important than
hers. Nothing punctuated that more than when Al Shurm, president of
BAC, and two of his lackeys, one of which was Lamont—her boss’
boss— showed up on the looming floor for a publicity
inspection.

Marla was setting up a loom for herself at
the time. Union rules were adamant: no management was allowed to
weave, but Marla was desperate. Half her staff had been sent to
Parker. At the same time, her show had not been trimmed to
compensate. Somebody had to weave the patterns.

The Pres and his boys listened to her
complaints about the situation as well as the assertion that she’d
get grieved for stepping on Union workers’ toes. They responded by
admiring her creativity under adversity. They continued on in their
photo-op inspection, pestering Mama with questions and viewing
out-of-date equipment stored in the room but having nothing to do
with the facility’s operations.

The comedy graduated to tragedy when Agnes
died. It just quit working. Saddle had only then started preparing
the night’s printed program on Marla’s computer (her own was
offline itself due to a local malfunction) when one final whine and
crank signaled the end of activity.

By now Marla should have been pretty much off
her head, but besides the fact that she had lost half her staff,
this morning had been true to type. Boring almost. Things were
about to warm up, though.

11:00 a.m.

“Saddle!”

“Torpid called,” Saddle replied without
waiting for Marla to ask anything.

“Where’s your box?”

Saddle tossed her the yakker.

“How’s the layout coming?” Marla asked.

“I didn’t get yesterday’s program downloaded
before Agnes, uh, doo dooed the bed; so I’m starting from
scratch.”

“Oh Christ! When’s that copywriter getting
here?”

“Half an hour. The tailor’s downstairs; says
she’s got a bunch of mannequins but no specs and no bolts.”

“And Agnes isn’t a priority. Great! Torpid?
Gershe here. Why is Parker’s mannequin a higher priority than Agnes
here? I got…”

“Look, I don’t have time for your whining.
Lamont was just in here. Said you were yapping to the president
about having no loomers.”

“Nothing I never said to you before. How’m I
supposed to put a show together with half a staff and now my CIA is
down? You want me to walk everything through? I should be down on
the floor helping Mama kick the shit out.”

“It’s not my fault you left your yakker at
home. The president wants you to double the rate of your workers
just for today. They get no lunch — twice pay for half an hour.
Don’t loom yourself, you’ll get grieved.”

“Grieved? How about a lawsuit from the
occupational hazard board for double-timing the weavers? Half the
day’s already gone. We need to cut the show, we’re never going to
make it. Listen, I gotta go walk the paperwork down to the tailor.
Get the show backed off, I’ll do what I can with the weavers, but
there is no way we can get this full show tonight.”

“You don’t get the full show and it’ll come
out of your pay.”

Dead silence and then, “You’re kidding,
right?”

“Dead serious.”

More silence. “And you have the nerve to tell
me to stay off the loom?”

“Dead serious.”

Marla stared at the wall in front of her. No
one said anything.

“What’s going on?” Saddle interrupted the
silence.

“I have no idea,” Marla replied, slowly
handing the box back to Saddle. “No idea.”

“What do you want to do with the tailor?”

“Oh…just work on the program. Have the
copywriter sit at the machine with you. Save it to tape when you’re
done, and we’ll pump it in later if we get Agnes working. I’ll be
back soon.” She said it all slowly with a quiet little voice. “I’ll
be back in a minute.”

“Ms. Gershe?” The tech working on Saddle’s
machine called through the open door. “What do you want me to
do?”

A rush of aromodromed damask rose air spread
out into the hallway from Saddle’s office. Marla inhaled deeply,
raised her left eyebrow and answered. “Um, why don’t you fix that
computer in there.” She paused and then continued. “Call your boss
and ask if you can fix Agnes before heading out to yet another
priority assignment for the fabulous Grant Parker.”

The tech thought for a second. “Um. OK.”

Marla inhaled again. “Fine.”

The tech waited a beat. “Fine.”

“See you later,” said Marla.

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Marla smiled and stared at the wall. Finally,
she turned from where she was standing in Saddle’s office doorway,
walked to the lift and waved her hand sluggishly over the ‘down’
button.

The lift lazily came to a stop and the gates
softly opened as if it, too, was shocked at the extreme
insensitivity of BAC’s middle and upper management. Marla stepped
in and waved for the loom floor. The lift slowly descended to three
and opened its gates for her. She hesitated before pushing through
the double doors, rehearsing in her head what she’d tell Mama.

On the loom floor, she motioned to Mama to
step outside. Mama gave the “Are you nuts” look, but obediently
placed the loom on standby, braking the shuttle. Pulling herself
from in front of the machine, she walked to where Marla held the
doors open for her. Once outside Mama said, “Now what?”

“Listen, Mama. Management has gone overboard
now. I don’t know what to say, but they’re taking away lunchtime
for a half an hour of double pay. Also they’re increasing the rate
for today to double.”

“You’re joking of course. Really sick,
Gershe.”

“Dead serious, Mama. They’re telling me if we
don’t meet the full show, it’s coming off my pay.”

“And we’ll all be docked then. Bastards!”

“No, I’m not letting it trickle down. I took
this crummy job. The shit stops here.”

“Look, why’d you even tell me this? They’re
already pissed. They saw you setting up. If you move one string,
they’ll grieve.”

“Like I care at this point.”

“They’re pissed beyond that. There’s just so
much someone can do.”

“Tell them what I said, pass the orders
around. If they give up, they give up. But at least I did my job
and passed the order on, and you too. Tell them I ordered them to
do it — don’t mention my pay deal. Tell them if they don’t do it,
I’ll have to loom myself. If they don’t they don’t. I don’t know
what else to do.”

“If they do it, you’d better not touch that
yellow loom.”

“You’re right. Listen, where are we at?”

“Well, we got everything late. There’s half a
staff and it’s 11:30. We’re about one-third done.”

“That’s not good. We should be at two-thirds
by now. Yeah, they gotta double the rate. I’ll send down some
liquid lunch. Just do your best, Mama. And have the medro send up
the patterns to Minzt so she can start figuring out her sizes
before the bolts even get there.”

Marla patted her on the back as she turned to
the lift, not quite sure what her next move should be.

Returning to her office, she grabbed Saddle’s
yakker and ordered lunch for her crew and a coffee to be sent up
for herself. By now, the tech had finished in Saddle’s office, so
Dittle, the copywriter, could start on the copy for the night’s
show program. With Agnes down, however, there were no sheets for
Dittle to work from, so instead of grinding out the current show’s
copy, she sat in Saddle’s high chair mindlessly spinning on the
seat’s axis like a kindergartner on a bar stool. Marla decided it
was a good time to check in on the mannequins to see how the
fitting was going, since the only copier capable of handling
patterns happened to be located on 72.

The mannequins, a mob of gibbering,
jabbering, primping robots in the style of Rosie, the Jetsons’ maid
(except that they were shapely and tall, very tall — eight feet
tall—and had legs) had come in earlier. They were highly
programmed, updated with the latest software, but unable to take
orders from anyone but Marla. Even then they misunderstood them
most of the time. They didn’t quite get that they needed to remain
in the sizing room to get fitted. Most of the morning they spent
walking around the Anthusian Unit looking for Marla to give her a
cup of coffee.

Down at Sully’s sizing room, she proceeded to
demand answers from Minzt the tailor.

“Where’s the bolts?”

“Nothing here yet.”

“I just left the floor, they had a third of
the work done.”

“Nothing here yet.”

“Where’s your box?”

“Oh no you don’t. You’re not taking my
phone.”

“I’m not leaving the room. I’m just calling
down to check after the bolts. You know we’re losing 5,000 a minute
when we’re not selling.”

“An hour. Yeah, yeah. Listen, where’s your
box?”

“An hour, a minute, might as well be a
million a minute. Broke. What’s it to you? Sully, can I borrow your
phone?” she asked the fitting room coordinator and then turned back
to Minzt. “Let me have the patterns for a copy wouldja? I need them
for the copywriter.”

“Forget it. Use my box. I’ll make the
copies.” Minzt tossed the yakker to Marla and proceeded to an
adjoining room to make pattern copies.

“Thanks,” Marla replied as she punched up the
transit authority’s button. Just as the back wall to the room — the
freight elevator entrance — was opening, a characteristic whine was
heard from that quarter indicating a squawker going off.

Marla heard a “Yeah?” emitted through the
authority’s yakker earpiece and stereophonically from the room at
the same time. She clicked the box off and addressed the transit
officer who was just getting off the freighter with Mama’s
completed one-third.

“Where were you?” she shouted across the
room.

“Hello? Hello?” the transit guy kept talking
into his yakker as he wheeled the bin of fabric into the room. At
one point, he looked at the yakker quizzically and then stashed it
in his front pocket, resuming his pushing of the bin over to the
side-receiving table. He never answered Marla’s question.

“Finally,” Minzt said upon entering the room
and seeing the fabric being unloaded. She handed Marla’s copies to
her without stopping her own forward progress to the bolt table.
She pulled out the turquoise from the pile and carried it over to
the center table, sifting through the patterns to pull up the one
she needed.

“Number one,” she hollered. “Height: eight
foot; waist seventeen inches; thigh…

“They supersized the show?” Marla
stammered.

The tailor answered, “Looks like it. We’re
not going to have enough material; I can see that already.”

“Can you downsize these or cut the number of
outfits?”

“Not without losing my job.”

“What if I order you to?”

“Sign a downsize order on each pattern and
I’ll do anything.”

“All right, I need them downsized two feet
each. Can the mannequins do that much?”

“They’re set up to reduce indefinitely. Down
to a foot even.”

“Fab. All I need is six feet.”

“Sign on the dotted line,” the tailor
answered, handing the patterns over to Marla.

“Thanks,” Marla replied, signing each one
using her belly as a table. “Listen, I gotta go speed up the rest
of your order. I hope all your cutters and seamstresses are
here.”

She ran out not waiting to hear the answer,
calling the lift for her floor. Up in her office, Saddle was still
at the computer doing layouts. Dittle was still sitting in Saddle’s
high chair, swiveling, waiting for something to do, and sniffing,
as if the damask aromodrome air was affecting her sinuses. Marla
ran into the copywriter and thrust the pages at her while hollering
over to Saddle, “How’s it going?”

“Torpid called. He’s giving Mama to
Parker.”

“What?” Marla screamed. She ran over to her
own office. “Are you out of your mind? Why the fuck didn’t you call
me? That’s it! That’s it! I can’t work like this. Nothing but
no-brains all around.”

“I…I…you didn’t have your buzzer. I…I’m
trying to do three things at once. I thought you were on your way
down there to him.”

“You knew I went down to Sully’s. You should
have rung down there. Oh Christ! How long ago did he call?”

Saddle pulled her yakker out to hand to
Marla, her face a mass of confusion, her eyes misting. “I’m sorry,”
she said. “I’m just caught up in the layout. It’s a bit over my
head.” She got up and ran out of the room.

“Oh fuck me!” Marla said, looking after
Saddle, but punching up Torpid’s number on the yakker.

“Torpid here. I’m…”

“Parker can’t have Mama.”

“He’s already got her. She’s the only one
that can handle those weavers of yours. They only speak
Anthusian.”

“Yeah, well they’re Anthusians, like all of
us here at the Anthusian unit. Remember? They’re supposed to be
over here. I don’t give a fuck. Either my show is cut by half or
give me back the whole staff. We cannot do this.”

“Gershe, I’m in the president’s office right
now. We can’t talk.”

“I’m on my way over.”

“Gershe, don’t come…”

Marla clicked Saddle’s yakker off.

Out in the hallway, red-faced Saddle was just
leaving the bathroom. Marla tossed her the yakker.

“Saddle, I’m sorry. I was out of line; you’re
the best thing I got. You know that. I just can’t do this anymore.
Let me get you a drink after work, what do you say?”

She was just entering the lift as the doors
closed. The only thing she heard Saddle say was, “No thanks.” She
bashed her forehead with her balled up fists. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
she said and then remembered what she was doing. She frantically
ran her hand over the floor numbers, trying to set the code for the
West Building. She knew they’d be meeting over at the big boys’
house.

As the lift gates opened onto the plush West
Building entrance port, the receptionist smiled in greeting —
probably the only smile Marla saw the whole day besides Lamont’s
condescending one, earlier on the loom floor. A barely audible
Muzak track — a percussionless jazz combo rendition of Santana’s
Jingo-lo-ba — played in the background.

“Hello. How are you?” the receptionist
beamed.

Sterilized air circulated in the lobby.
Fueled by a higher concentration of oxygen than Marla was used to,
her anger rose a degree.

“Bad,” she answered. “Where’s your boss
meeting with his lackeys?”

“President Shurm is meeting with his managers
today. It’s a closed meeting.”

“Fine,” Marla uttered as she strode past the
receptionist’s desk. Her boots clicking rhythmically on the
marble-tiled floor echoed down the hall, amplifying the effect of
her indignation.

“He’s not in his office and you can’t go in
there anyway,” the receptionist called after her. She jumped up and
ran after Marla. “He’s in a closed conference; you’ll have to wait.
Ma’am. Miss! Please! You have to wait,” and so on.

Marla turned down the left hall where the
conference rooms were rumored to be. A blaze of sunlight bursting
through the twice-daily cleaned set of windows at the end of the
hallway nearly knocked her over with its indecent natural light.
She blinked to avoid the onslaught and began defiantly pushing in
doors, confident she’d find the president and his smarms behind one
of them. The third door on the right proved her assumption correct.
It opened to a round table with seven individuals whose heads
bobbled up the minute the door swished open. As big as the hallway
windows were, the conference room windows were larger by three,
exponentially speaking. If they were two square feet in the
hallway, they were eight square feet here. Marla shielded her eyes
from the intense light, barely making out the president wearing a
pair of ocular shades on his nose and reading from a paper.

“What the hell is going on?” Marla shouted,
looking straight at the man. “What kind of an outfit are you
running here?”

Eventually the others at the table came into
focus. Everyone looked like they were in the kind of daze you’d be
in because today Jesus was coming again and somehow your name
didn’t show up on The List. They simply had no clue.

“Gershe!” Torpid stood up and shouted.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Shurm. She just got past me…”
The receptionist had caught up to Marla and was entering the room
offering her apologies to the president.

“It’s all right, Cindy,” the president
answered. “Not your fault, obviously.”

“Gershe! Get back to the floor.” Torpid came
around the table and advanced on Marla.

“And what’s wrong with you, you jackal?”
Marla addressed the advancing Torpid. “Did you tell them what’s
going on? I’m sure President Shurm is not aware of what’s being
requested on his behalf.”

Now Lamont stood up. “Ms. Gershy, if you have
a problem with what Mr. Torpid is doing, you should contact me. You
don’t need to burst in on a meeting. Shame on you, you should know
protocol.”

“And now jackal number two speaks.” Marla
addressed Lamont. “Give me back Mama and my workers and we’ll give
you a show. We’re not even half done and it’s noon. How’m I
supposed to do this? Did you even pass second grade, Lamont?
Remember, that’s where you learned that one and one is two. One and
zero don’t do it!”

“What are you babbling about, Gershy?” Lamont
asked.

“Yes, young lady,” the president interceded
on his own behalf. “What are you babbling about?”

“I’m babbling that this lame jack—al, gave
Parker half my weaving staff for a show for you because you’re out
on the town today. Fine. No problem, but the designers gave me a
full high-intense do-off. I’m not getting a break.”

“We toured your facility. Everything was
smooth. Your work is adequate.”

“My work is the show tonight; you didn’t see
that.”

“There’s no need to whine. I can’t see
everybody’s show. Maybe next time I’ll see yours. Mr. Lamont has
assured me that Mr. uh…”

“Parker,” Lamont filled in.

“Parker’s show will delight me.”

“That’s not the bloody point. You can go to
the moon for all I care. My job is to put on a show. The revenues
come in from the show. My job is to do a show that brings in
revenue, not entertain royalty. Every year you’ve stated that in
your bull-talks. Your presence today, sir, is jacking with my
mandate as given to me by you! You need to have your dogs return my
tools, or I’m not going to get the flat fixed.”

“Young lady, it’s a poor practitioner that
blames her tools for her inadequacy.”

“I don’t have my tools to blame! That’s the
point.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not in a position to assess
the situation. I’ve been informed by my managers that all the
floors are humming along. I personally went to your floor and
things were definitely humming. You should feel flattered that I
visited. Think of all the other plants I passed over. Just because
I’m viewing Mr. um…”

“Parker,” Lamont filled in.

“Parker’s show, you shouldn’t feel
slighted.”

“Oh God! You are so…”

“Gershe!” Torpid shouted. “Get back to your
floor. You’re wasting time. You have a show to do.”

Marla looked at Torpid whose face was getting
redder the longer he stood there. Lamont was pale. The president, a
charmer, was smiling. If he could pat her on the head, he would.
But he was seated at the far end—too far away. And it was such a
lovely day. And ahhhh.

“Gentlemen,” the president said. “Shall we
resume? Thanks for the report Ms. uh, Gershy is it? We’ll take it
under consideration.”

“I suggest you return to work, Ms. Gershy,”
Lamont finally said.

Marla just looked from one idiotic baldhead
to the next.

“I’ll speak to you later,” Torpid said
quietly, as if he hoped no one else would hear.

The receptionist, Cindy, pulled her back and
with a wonderful, patronizing smile said, “Would you like to make
an appointment, uh, Ms. uh, Gersay, is it?”

Marla shook her arm free of Cindy’s grasp and
walked down the hall.

“Ms. Gersay! Ms. Gersay?” The receptionist
called after her as she strode back to the people mover and to her
floor and two hours of hell.

Upon returning to her office, she lost her
temper again, flaring up at Dittle the copywriter, who was dragging
her feet with the night’s program. She took it out on Saddle again,
saying it was her fault for not pushing the copywriter enough.
Saddle, in her sensitive — some say “high-strung” way — ran to the
bathroom again for another eyeful of tears.

Marla then made it over to Minzt the tailor’s
area to make a mess of things, and got everyone there quite angry
with her as well.

After that, she checked in with the rubber
suit team down in the basement, berating them soundly for finding a
highly toxic fastening material that also had the charming ability
to be absorbed by the skin on contact, making the whole thing
unsuitable in clothing. The outfit had to be scrapped, rendering
the four hours of engineers’ and weavers’ time wasted. At a million
a minute… well, if one were to work out the math, one would lose
one’s temper. Which Marla did, but no one could tell because she
was in permanent apoplectic mode by then.

3:00 p.m.

By three o’clock, half her staff and Mama
were gone and the other half was demoralized. She’d been sitting in
Mama’s seat weaving for over an hour. One half hour after the
afternoon break — usually the time when the day was beginning to
wind down — the workers were only now starting feverishly on the
second half of the day’s work.

Marla was well past mad now and had been
composing her resignation letter in her head since the time she
left Shurm’s office. Without even the slightest hint of a possible
prospect beyond her current job, all she was thinking about was how
to get the most venom down on paper.

A crackle and shriek went up from loom number
three — Zennie Stapper’s. Marla’s head jerked up from a scream so
intense it rose above the loom din. Instantly she jumped out of her
seat and ran to Zennie Stapper, screaming, “Stop! Stop!” By the
time she got there, Baylie at number four had already pushed the
emergency bar to stop the machine’s 350 pound shuttle incessantly
crunching against Zennie Stapper’s entangled hand — skin, bone,
muscle and all. Zennie was unconscious by now, the bone-crushing
pain too much for her to take.

Marla took two seconds to assess the
situation and ran to the emergency flap on the far wall, slamming
her fist on the panel when she got there. All machines in the room
stopped in the up position. Everyone rushed from their seats. The
room lights flashed and a siren screamed on. The words “Emergency!”
flashed in the air from the hologenerator somewhere overhead. The
words reverberated from the floor loudspeakers, and Marla knew that
throughout the building everyone heard the alert.

In a matter of seconds, the emergency
response team rushed onto the floor. The team cut Zennie Stapper
out of the machine’s entangling warp thread and strapped her onto a
stretcher. She was out of the room before her forearm stopped
bleeding and she had returned to consciousness.

“It’s because we’re working too fast,”
someone yelled. “She had to set the machine’s speed too high.”

“Yeah, her head numbed trying to keep up, she
couldn’t even think, probably. I was getting ready to go myself.
That could have been me, goddammit!” someone else added.

“It wouldn’t have been me. My hands are numb.
I wouldn’t even have felt it until my whole head was in there!”

Marla looked around, too angry to answer. By
now, people from other stations and floors had gathered. A crowd of
about twenty stood and stared.

Her anger had been building since this
morning, since a week ago, a month ago even, and had climaxed when
Parker absconded with Mama. She had not been thinking too clearly
herself since that point. She had been maniacally pushing Mama’s
loom too fast, too hard, not safely. She had hardly been watching
the movement, the building of the fabric. She’d been staring ahead
composing that stupid letter. Just as the weavers in front of her
had probably been doing. Until Zennie Stapper experienced what each
and every one of them would have experienced sooner or later.

“Tell you what,” she told the group, not one
of whom really wanted to hear anything from her. “If I were you, I
wouldn’t do a thing.”

“Wouldn’t do a thing? That’s your problem
Gershe. You wouldn’t do a thing. You just keep kissing their…”

“Shut up! That’s not what I’m talking about.”
She turned to Flannery, the man with the sharp retort. Her eyes
blazed, piercing Flannery, forcing him to silence. “Do nothing.
Stop working. Stand. And do nothing. We can’t possibly do good work
anyway. We’re killing ourselves. Maiming ourselves. The deck is
stacked against us, children. Why do they keep pushing? It’s
getting worse every day. Today was just the worst. It was never
going to get better. We’re never going to finish.”

She jumped up on Mama’s desk and kicked the
in-basket over the side; the papers flew out at odd angles. Other
workers from various offices and stations were filing in. The crowd
had tripled by this point.

“You’re wrong,” she shouted at Flannery. “I
told them, told the president, that asshole that came in here
today, smiling and shit at Mama. I told him we couldn’t work this
way. Know what he said?”

“What?” the group collectively scowled.

“It’s a poor technician that blames her
tools.”

“What?” Three or four of them stepped forward
toward the desk. “No way! That sucks!” Others followed. They
gathered in a semi-circle around Marla.

“Yeah. That’s just what he said. It’s our
fault if we don’t make the rate, if we get our bodies stuck in the
machines. They give us free coffee. Why can’t we keep pumping?
They’ve increased the rate four times in the last two weeks. Today
was not unusual. We just reached the limit, that’s all. They want
to see if we can produce more with half a staff. If we make today’s
show, they’re going to expect us to do this every time. Then if we
complain, they’ll offer to return the staff back to full capacity,
but it’ll be for half-pay. They’ll be able to give today as proof
that we don’t need more people.”

A general grumble arose. Someone voiced, “I
ain’t doin’ it.”

“No, of course not!” Marla screamed back. “No
one is. We’re taking an action.”

“When?” someone hollered.

“Now. Right now! Zennie Stapper’s hurt. We’re
hungry and dead-tired and only half done with the day. We’re taking
an action right now.”

Minzt, the tailor — a non-union worker — left
the room quietly and ran down the hall.

Marla jumped down from the desk. “We need
some attention here. We need help here! This is an emergency!”

She strode over to the emergency flap. The
previous alarm had been reset automatically as soon as the
emergency crew, with their programmed rain jackets, had entered the
room. Marla slammed the alarm again to get more of the building
occupants, i.e., the muckety mucks over in Shurm’s office, to make
it out into the cold hell of the weaving floor. The thirty
occupants of the room cheered in response. She laughed and slapped
those next to her on the back.

“It’s a poor boss that blames his slobs!” she
said to Cheever standing next to her.

“Ha!” said Cheever. “It’s a poor boss that
blames his slobs!” Cheever yelled to his neighbor who then yelled
it to her neighbor. Before long, everyone was yelling it to
everyone else. Marla started to chant it. She started a dance
around the inside of the circle that had formed around the
emergency flap. Others jumped in behind her. Cheever, Baylie,
Flannery, all of them. They sang and danced and clapped to the new
beat: “It’s a poor boss that blames his slobs! Ha! It’s a poor boss
that blames his slobs! Ha!”

Suddenly the emergency sirens and holograms
were silenced. The shouting chilled down to a whisper, the dancing
stopped, and the clapping stilled. They looked at each other, and
then over to the emergency flap, where they saw the president
himself flanked by Lamont and Torpid and six other lackeys.

By now, the second alarm fire team was making
it into the room. Marla assessed the situation, broke out from the
ring and ran to the flap, engaging it again, making it a
three-alarm emergency. Now the police would be responding. The
workers followed Marla to the flap and surrounded the president and
his men. When the alarm resumed they sent up a shout and started
chanting maniacally facing the president. Torpid started screaming
at Marla to stop. She merely chanted louder and spit the “Ha!”
directly into his face.

“What is your problem!” he screamed
red-faced.

Lamont began hollering also. He and Torpid
surrounded Marla, cursing at her, spitting, bobbing their heads
back and forth like the mannequins who were by now ducking into the
room and joining the fray.

Meanwhile, the mob had separated the
president from his entourage. Backed up against the wall, he
pleaded, white-faced, for everyone to settle down. Marla screamed
back, broke away from Torpid and Lamont and ran over to Mama’s top
desk drawer, retrieving a foot-long mag-lite. She took the torch
and squeezed in between the mob members, holding it like a beacon.
She joined in the chanting and the mob backed off a little to let
the mag-lite have its effect. She held it up to block any attempts
by the president to disengage the emergency flap. The chanting
became louder and louder as the mannequins and various other
laggards entered. They were happy to join in, having themselves
been run ragged in the past two weeks. Everybody had been waiting
for the signal to do this for quite a while.

Lamont rushed out through the aluminum doors
and screamed to the incoming emergency police, which included a
very green corps of security officers. They ran into the room,
leaving Lamont sweating on the side in the hallway. He panted like
a dog with eyes wide and tail dangling between its legs.

In the middle of the room, Torpid stood
shouting “Stop her!” pointing to Marla with the mag-lite raised
above her head and seemingly aimed at the president. The room was
mass confusion. The chanters had broken up and were kicking the
looms and using whatever trashcan, lunch box, or other blunt object
was available to damage the cast iron structures. The mannequins,
by now programmed for AI mode, immediately saw what was going on
and began a systematic disassembling of the looms using the
handy-dandy toolbox installed in their lower abdomens.

The president screamed “Stop!” at Marla, at
the robots, at Torpid, at anyone who could possibly stop. The
robots of course were responding mainly to Marla, who shouted, “All
work must stop,” fueling their destruction of the looms. Now the
president shrank from fear, his knees buckling beneath him, his
eyelids fluttering as if he was trying to block out the scene and
at the same time take in information; his brain quickly
short-circuited to open/close mode.

A mixed smell of textile dust, oily rust, and
burning computer components filled the air along with the deafening
noise.

Just at that moment the greenest individual
of the green corps, fresh from the Academy only a week earlier and
not much more than a mannequin programmed for AI himself, pulled
out his xanthan gun — a riot weapon, capable of firing long-chain
organic compounds that temporarily maim the target, but not
mortally. After a time, the organics dissolved in the body leaving
a big gouge. The gauge of the “bullet” determines how big the gouge
is. “Gouge-gauge” they call it.

The cadet was quite frightened by the
clanging robots, the screaming, dancing and chanting workers, the
nattily suited president down on his knees, blubbering, and Marla
maniacally standing over him and threatening him with a mag-lite.
All of the officers had their weapons drawn but only the greenest
of the green corps guy was visibly shaking.

The head officer, unaware of the panicking
newbie, busied himself with trying to figure out how to stop the
mannequins. It was against the law to actually shoot his weapon (it
wasn’t a xanthan gun) except in self-defense, so he resorted to
shouting out questions which nobody heard. “Who’s in charge of the
mannequins? Who’s in charge here?”

The firefighters also responded as per their
standing orders. Their job was first and foremost to prevent
destruction of any kind to company equipment. The fire chief ran to
the emergency bar and broke the glass. The sprinklers immediately
came on, dousing the room, but no one skipped a beat. A scream
arose when the water hit the chanters, but that was it. The
increased sound level merely added a blip to the general din. Marla
turned to see the new developments as the water mixed with foul
air. She stood and laughed, her hands on her hips. The robots would
probably short-circuit in a minute, as would everything else. But
the chanting continued — muddy rain everywhere.

With Marla’s back turned Torpid saw a chance
to disengage the emergency flap. He snuck around behind Marla and
just as he was raising his hand, she turned to smash it with her
mag-lite.

The green cadet, twitching his head back and
forth from Torpid to Marla, reacted immediately upon seeing the
blunt object raised in violence by the one person in the room
everyone seemed to be looking to; seemed to be afraid of, seemed to
be following in the charge. He took timeless aim and shot into the
belly of the beast.

The emergency alarms cut off immediately as
Torpid’s hand connected with the emergency flap and Marla fell to
the floor, dropping the mag-lite with a crash. The noise in the
room continued for a few moments, until the chanters one by one saw
Marla lying in a pool of blood. The robots, too, stopped clanging
when they sensed their leader sinking to the floor. Only the
sprinklers continued to stream, like a light spring shower. It was
the only sound in the room. Everyone listened except Marla Gershe.
For her, all was silent.


Chapter Two

High above the sizzly, dazzly air, a glitter
ball hangs from an unknown skyhook mounted just beyond the realm of
visual ken. As the ball revolves, it casts thousands of light
sparkles out to the edges of its domain. Like the weak rays from a
new moon, the sparkles cannot find substance on which to fall and
so dissolve into nothingness.

Down below, immersed in the soft glow of a
diffused spot, she wears a black taffeta cocktail dress with
spaghetti straps. A thin gold chain hangs on her wrist, releasing a
flight of fragrance with every movement. Her close-cropped, shining
hair and a strand of rose pearls at her neck frame her dreamy face.
Her stockings have seams.

A man, attracted by the fragrance and light,
steps into the circle and stands, momentarily rooted by the scene.
His hand reaches to his silk hat in greeting and his leather jacket
falls open, revealing a French boatman’s shirt. A black shadow of
beard rests on his face. Dangling from his left ear, a small gold
cross catches the light when he turns his cheek. He closes his eyes
and inhales. For several seconds he does nothing but breathe. Then
he takes her hand in his own and raises her arm with his. With his
free hand, he reaches behind her, pulling her in tightly to
himself. She can feel his breath on her face.

The strains of a deep and simple guitar
swirls in dancehall reverb around the couple. Someone sings in a
gravelly voice:

 


When there’s horses and lions,

And monkeys upside down;

A fat and bearded lady,

A dozen rosy clowns;

You know the circus is coming,

You ought to try and go.

No reason just to hang around

When life provides a show.

 


The music disappears into the surrounding
echo as the couple sways. Only the deepest notes can be
distinguished in the swirl.

She does not know who this dark man is but
she loves him. Her eyes close and slowly her head drops back. He
kisses her neck and the scent of rum and clove floats up from his
hair. He...

 


A high-pitched whine rips through the scene.
Instantly blinding light envelopes the room. It evaporates the
glitter ball, the taffeta, the swirl, and the stranger in a
second.

o0o

For a split moment Marla Gershe could neither
see nor breathe. A muffled clanking of chains reached her ears but
didn’t register. Her mind floated aimlessly until a flood of tepid
water doused her body. This she felt; she jerked in reaction,
sucking in her breath like a just-born baby. The deluge washed away
a gelatinous goo in which she’d been suspended for who knew how
long.

Who knew how long? The hospital staff knew
exactly how long; they’d been watching her bodily functions and
adding notes to their continuously recording charts since the day
she’d been brought in with her gut ripped open. They knew all about
her.

She, however, was clueless as she dangled
naked in midair, her left arm attached to an overhead cable system
via a thick leather wrist band and chain. The chain moved along a
ceiling cable and eventually lowered her onto a conveyor belt,
unhooking itself from above once she settled onto her side. In the
next second a pair of mechanical arms holding a bleached linen the
size of a tablecloth (if dinner meant pizza and beer for an
informal group of four) released their fluttery load over her and
then retracted to an unseen cranny above the assembly line.

The conveyor conveyed her semi-conscious body
through an opening at the far end of the room where a gurney waited
on the other side. Once she made it there, a giant overused wool
felt hassock stuffed with cotton balls pushed her so roughly onto
the table that her head bounced off it like a dead fish. She barely
noticed the jolt.

The chain attached to her wrist band dangled
over the edge, clanking against the bed frame in tick-tock fashion.
All around her, thousands of other bodies were likewise being moved
along the cable system, dropped onto the conveyor belt, and pushed
onto waiting tables. It formed a grisly picture of human flesh
being treated with all the love and sensitivity of a medieval
burial. The only thing missing was the guy with the pitchfork
hollering, “Bring out yer dead!”

Once Marla’s table realized she’d made it
safely on board, it clicked itself on and rolled through an up-door
into a hallway congested with people and things: glucose carts, med
machines, metallic robots scurrying along following programmed
orders, flying whizgigs with important messages to and from
administrators, interns tasked with tasks only humans can perform,
housekeeper spiders crawling along the ceilings to avoid the mess,
and an occasional steno recorder blathering away to itself,
fastforwarding as needed. Marla’s table entered the fray, turned
ninety degrees, and quickly outpaced all the other traffic.

The hallway resembled a long tunnel, circular
in cross-section and reaching the horizon somewhere beyond the
eye’s capability. At intervals, a speeding contraption—gurney,
stenobot, housespider-type thing—moved crosswise to traffic up
ahead, revealing side passages of unknown length and purpose.

Her table turned left down one of the
perpendiculars and fell in with more of the same bustling
automatons and gray-clad interns it’d left behind in the previous
hallway. After a few more such turns, the gurney entered a tunnel
lined with damask-curtained doorways resembling a phalanx of
Bedouin brothels.

The cart selected one doorway and passed
through the set of murkily textured drapes to find itself in a tiny
space with stainless steel walls. With little capacity for more
than anything but the cart and its patient, the room was a tight
cavelet. The table came to a stop along the wall of antiseptic
gray, the surfaces of which were so shiny the slightest trace of a
fingerprint any hand dared to leave would show.

Half awake, Marla registered little of her
surroundings. She ignored whatever did register, vainly trying to
hold onto the beautiful dream and the remnants of fragrance, light,
and love. Her left arm, still attached to the cable, stretched over
her head. She lay on her side breathing, every breath producing a
knife pain in her abdomen.

Pins and needles crawled up her outstretched
arm. Painfully, she pushed her shoulder up from the table with her
free hand just enough to pull the sleeping arm with attached
clanking chain in. She rolled to her back and lay there for several
minutes (or hours), staring at the ceiling, too tired to notice how
hard the bed was, how inconsequential the sheet was, and how
famished her stomach was.

A tube hanging near the ceiling lowered
itself into view. She watched it drop to within a foot of her face
and sleepily tried to focus on its shape and purpose. Just as her
stomach gurgled, she saw the word “potable” printed on the side of
the tube. She reached up feebly with her free hand to pull the tube
close. As soon as she exerted a slight pull on the tube, a stream
of water poured out and hit her on the cheek. She moved the tube
over to her mouth, allowing the water to pour in. Though slightly
warm, it soothed her mouth and throat and entrails. After several
moments, she released the tube. It sprang back up to a couple of
feet above her head and remained there, waiting patiently for the
next pull.

Exhausted but awake, she lay on her back
breathing, wincing at each inhalation. Her stomach churned but she
could not summon the energy to reach up for the water again. She
merely closed her eyes and listened to the various contraptions
speeding by on the other side of the damask curtain.

After an undetermined amount of time, she
heard a rustling sound and the hum of an automaton’s motile wheels
entering her cavelet. When a click on her right side told her a
visitor was near, she opened her eyes and turned her head. A
smallish, four foot high or so, gray rubber robot reminiscent of a
big upended doorstop stood by the side of the bed as if waiting for
her to start a conversation. Its front upper quarter was encased in
acousto-sponge material, indicating its ability to capture sound.
The robot clicked and began a taped message complete with recording
studio ambience.

“Are you planning to sue the hospital? Please
state ‘yes’ or ‘no’,” the recording stated. The robot’s rubber
armor expanded outward as it talked, like a bird taking a dump.
When it was done with its bit, it contracted back down.

“Uh...” Marla croaked. Despite the water she
just drank, her throat was dry and her voice crackly, incapable of
speech.

The robot repeated its statement. “Are you
planning to sue the hospital? Please state ‘yes’ or ‘no’.” Again it
expanded outward as it spoke and contracted back down when
done.

Marla cleared her throat and took a deep
breath and coughed.

“I am programmed for ‘yes’ or ‘no’ retrieval
only. You must choose one or the other. Are you planning to sue the
hospital? Please state ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

“What hospital?” Marla choked out.

“Are you going to sue the hospital? Please
state ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

“I don’t know. What hospital?”

“I’m sorry, I’m programmed to return after
four failed attempts.”

The sponge-headed bot rolled out through the
damask curtain without so much as a goodbye.

“Wait!” Marla struggled to her elbow calling
after the robot. A deposit in her lungs shook itself loose from her
sudden action, inciting a full coughing jag full of body gel and
phlegm. She swallowed; she retched. She carefully lay back on the
table and with no small effort kept it all down.

Minutes—or hours, or days, for all she
knew—passed as she lay breathing through her mouth. Experiencing
nausea coming and going, she concentrated on the sounds outside her
doorway to keep from coughing or upchucking.

A squeal accompanied by the swoosh of the
damask curtain signaled the entrance of another wheeled
contraption. She didn’t bother to look, but out of the corner of
her eye she saw a white-washed aluminum cube, standing next to her,
calculating, clicking away inside itself. If it had eyes she would
have felt it staring at her; if breath, she would feel it on her
neck. As it was, it stood patiently not seeing or breathing, just
clicking.

“What?” Marla finally said softly, turning
her face to the cube. In the upper portion—where its eyebrows would
have been if it were a mammal—there was an elliptical chrome plate,
two inches in width. Embossed on the plate in red cursive were the
words “Interviewon II.”

“I am here to extract information,” it
stated.

Marla stared and waited.

“Name, please,” Interviewon II said.

“Uh.”

“Male or female?”

“No, wait.”

“Male or female.”

“That is, I don’t know my name.”

“Male or female?

“Female,” without even checking, somehow she
knew.

“Ms. Uh…”

The “Uh” was a direct recording of her own
voice responding to the first question.

“No, that’s not my name,” she said.

Interviewon II ignored her answer and
continued with its mandate. “Are you planning to sue the hospital,
‘yes’ or ‘no’?”

“Look, that’s not my name and I don’t know
what you mean.”

“Are you planning to sue the hospital, ‘yes’
or ‘no’?”

Marla stared at the robot, not knowing what
to say. Out in the hallway mechanicals whizzed past her curtain.
Human voices, obviously in conference, echoed down the various
tunnels.

Marla, by now fully awake and frustrated,
pushed herself painfully up onto the elbow of the arm attached to
the chain that continued clanking whenever it crashed into the
metal legs of the gurney.

“What hospital? Is this a hospital?” she
cried. A rush of thick heat passed over her head leaving her scalp
throbbing in its wake. She waited a moment as the heat and
throbbing settled, then pushed herself further up to a sitting
position. Severe pain shot through her midsection, catching her off
guard. She fell back down and pulled her legs in underneath
herself, curling into a ball. With her head resting on the table,
her hair dangled over the side and became entangled in the chain.
Finally the pain in her gut passed, but she remained fetal,
hopefully trying to come up with something.

“After three failed attempts to ascertain
your information, my program will lock up and I will return to IT
for reboot. You have one more chance. Are you planning to sue the
hospital?”

“No,” Marla answered.

“Do you have insurance, ‘yes’ or ‘no’?”

Her momentary influx of energy ebbed. “I
don’t know…,” she said half-heartedly. With her forehead resting on
the table, her words sounded garbled and weak. “Please go away.”
Then almost in a panic she summoned her energy and struggled to get
up. “Wait! Don’t go, I need to change my previous answer because I
don’t want you to ask this question.” She stopped momentarily to
catch her breath. “We, we, we seem to be …Or, or, I mean, I don’t
remember how I got here or who I…” Her voice withered as she ran
out of steam. She let her head fall forward, then sat there,
breathing, staring at the white-washed box. Her head throbbed.

“Do you have insurance, ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

A moment.

“I don’t know,” she said quietly, mostly to
herself.

“After three failed attempts to ascertain
your information, my program will lock up and I will return to IT
for reboot. Do you have insurance, ‘yes’ or ‘no’?”

“I don’t know,” she said in a whisper, lying
back down on the table.

Interviewon II rolled nonjudgmentally away
through the curtain. Marla followed it with her eyes as far as her
cramped position would allow. Inhaling deeply, she used her hands
to push herself back up to a seated position. She moaned loudly as
the pain struck again.

Something like an insect crawling in her hair
tickled the top of her head. She reached up to scratch and knock
whatever was there away. The chain hit her face. The insect turned
out to be the water tube. She slapped it angrily out of the way and
then thought better of it, grabbing it down to her mouth. The chain
hit her in the face again. She took a pull from the tube,
swallowed, and breathed as the nausea returned and then passed on.
She released the tube, but it didn’t retract. It remained in the
down position. She pulled on it and released. It remained down,
stuck like an autoretract vacuum cleaner cord where the more you
pull on it, the more it remains out of its housing and in your way.
She slapped at it again. Again the chain struck her face.

“Agnes!” she screamed at the ceiling, eyes
closed. The pain hit, but she barely noticed it in her unthinking
reaction to the world around her.

“Who’s Agnes?” A smiling gray-clad
male—human—whooshed through the damask curtain followed by a
polished chrome infometer about the size of a softball. It
levitated behind him at head height.

Startled, Marla opened her eyes and for
moments said nothing. Finally: “Thank god,” she said, realizing it
wasn’t another robot. Ignoring the pain, she dragged her legs out
from underneath herself and over the side of the gurney. Steadying
herself with her hands on the edge of the table, she stared at the
newcomer.

He wore a hooded body stocking of latex-like
material, loathsome in its syntheticness. Looking at the outfit
made her sweat and itch.

“Doesn’t that irritate you?” she asked, not
answering the question about Agnes because she didn’t have the
slightest idea why she had screamed the word.

The little guy leaned in towards her, smiling
broadly. “What are you talking about?”

“Your, uh, uniform.”

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no. This thing? Why no,
it’s perfectly wonderful. Unless of course they have the air
humanizers out of whack and then it gets a bit steamy, but really,
it’s fine. Just fine.”

He never stopped smiling during his answer,
shrugging his shoulders and almost laughing at the ‘Just fine.’

“But what about you, Ms. Mysterious?” he
asked. “You’ve been stumping the secretaries, so I thought I’d come
by and have a little chat. Uh, huh?”

Lifting his whispy eyebrows, he nodded
enthusiastically as if a breakthrough in human communication was
about to unfold, and she and he alone of all the people in the
world were going to bring it about, a Nobel waiting in the
wings.

“Good,” Marla answered. “Because we’re really
not communicating, those robots and I. We seem to need an
arbitrator or something.”

“Yes, yes, they are limited, aren’t they?
Well, listen, we just need to know who your carrier is. Speak into
the little round gizmo here.” He swung the sphere hanging at ear
level over to front and center.

“See, that’s the problem. I don’t know.”
Marla said. “I…can’t seem to remember, uh, anything. Like who I am,
for instance.”

“Uh oh. Problem!” The orderly’s eyebrows
pointed up at the center of his forehead which creased
pathetically. His head tilted to one side. He couldn’t have looked
more downcast than if they had put him in white greasepaint and
painted a tear on his cheek.

“You see,” he continued. “We don’t know what
treatment to assign you if we don’t know who your carrier is.”

“Well, let’s just assume I don’t have a
carrier. Then what happens?”

‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no! Give you pauper’s
therapy? That’s no good! You’re not a pauper.”

“I’m naked, there’s dried Jello all over me,
and I have nothing but a piece of paper to my name. Look,” She
patted the table with her hand. “My bed doesn’t even have a
mattress. How can you say I’m not a pauper?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Look at your teeth.” He
positioned the little ball in the air over to in front of her face.
“Mirror!” He ordered. Immediately the ball opened at the equator
revealing two circular reflectors embedded in each half. He turned
the sphere around so Marla could look at her face. “No my friend,
it’s obvious you’ve got insurance.”

Marla stared into the mirrors. A pair of
unrecognizable and not very open eyes stared back. A layer of
moisture creased the upper lids and a shadow formed underneath each
one. It took several moments for her to realize she was staring at
herself. The eyes blinked slowly, trying to find something
familiar, something to answer her question. They roved over
unfamiliar nose—thin and pointed, cheeks—pale and bony, mouth—a
white line, barely even perceptible.

“Who is it?” Marla asked the face in the
mirror. And then, to the character in the body stocking, “I don’t
know who it is. Can’t you just give me some budget electroshock?
Don’t they do that to people in my position? I could maybe figure
it out then. I mean, how’d I get here? Didn’t I come in with an ID
stamp? Doesn’t everyone have one?”

“I’m sure you did, but that’s for the
archives department to keep track of. If I had all that information
I wouldn’t be here, would I? And no, we can’t just give you
electroshock. You’re talking, what, a hundred nugs a volt. You have
to have a carrier for that kind of service. And not just any
carrier, I might add.”

“Can’t you buzz down to the archives people
and get some information? We seem to be stuck in a loop here.
Somebody needs to jolt the needle, the record’s repeating
itself.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind, just make a call. I’m sick here.
Faint, retchy. I need some pills for the pain. Please!”

“Oh, so now I’m an office assistant. Someone
to just bark orders at: call here, go there. I suppose you’ll want
me to go get you your coffee at some point. I’m a Human Interface
Technician, lady. Have some respect. Let me do my job. Just tell me
who your carrier is and I can do my job.” The orderly seemed to be
on the verge of tears, as if Marla was accusing him of
malpractice.

“I…” Marla was just about to raise her voice
in indignation when it occurred to her that it would do no good and
even stating the simple word “I” was cause for pause, for who was
“I?” Besides her stomach was killing her. She exhaled and hung her
head in defeat. After several moments she lifted her head and
looked at the mortified intern. “Can you maybe just send in a
robot?” she asked.

The intern gasped and his eyes grew wide with
added hurt. He turned to go in dramatic exit when the damask
curtain moved softly aside and a waif of a girl with the cutest
pink haircut this side of Yuner Mountain stepped through. She held
a bouquet of aqua-tinted flandellas set off with a round of baby’s
hearts in her arms.

“Marla,” she said softly, stepping forward
and smiling weakly. “How are you?” Then: “My god, you look awful.
How’s the tummy?” She handed the flandellas off to the Human
Interface Technician.

“God am I glad to see you,” Marla and the
Human Interface Technician said at the same time.

The Technician stepped back, giving room for
the waif to move forward and clasp Marla by the shoulders and pull
her forward for a kiss on the cheek.

“What’s that smell?” the waif asked. She
turned to the intern. “She needs a shower. Where’s the shower?” She
turned back to Marla. “How long have you been awake? Can’t you walk
or something?” And back to the intern. “Can’t she walk or
something? She needs coffee. Can’t you get her coffee?”

The Human Interface Technician glared.

“Who are you?” Marla asked the girl. “My
guardian angel?”

“Of course, as always. You do look awful. Can
you stand? You need a shower.”

“Uh, no I didn’t get…” The Human Interface
Technician overcame his indignation and began stammering at the
waif’s shoulder. “And you can’t just, um…We need to know her …”

“Carrier.” Marla answered for him. “They need
to know how this is being paid for. They need a group number from
an insurance company.”

“What?” The girl spun around to the Human
Interface Technician and then turned back to Marla. “Didn’t you
tell him?” She respun towards the Human Interface Technician.
“She’s with BAC. Call the office to get the number.”

“Oh my,” the Human Interface Technician
gasped. “BAC!” he shouted into the infoball, which seemed to
vibrate a little at the important news. He then quickly turned
around and started slamming lower and upper panels of the tiny
room’s walls with the determination of a very dedicated
housecleaner. Instantly the panels spun back and 180° on their
horizontals to reveal shelves of towels and a closet with dapper
grey terry cloth robes and matching foot muffies. One
floor-to-ceiling panel opened into a full bathroom complete with
sitz tub and hand shower for any patient with a soiled
hard-to-reach area. A bubble nozzle sat on the lip of the tub in
case said patient needed a get-away-from-it-all experience. Air
scented with fleurs-du-Mey wafted in from the air streamers above.
A third wall opened itself and shelves there contained a folding
mattress, sets of starched sheets, and pillows, fully fluffed. The
Human Interface Technician stomped on the floor and a side table
gushed hydraulically upwards, unfolding itself at the proper height
next to Marla’s bed. The Technician lovingly lay the flandellas
with baby hearts on the table.

Marla and the girl stared as the room
transformed itself from a formless hollow gray tube to a premier
antisep room complete with hot and cold running water. “Wow,” they
said together.

“Um, Miss,” the Human Interface Technician
stepped towards the girl. “Can, um, can you just tell me your name
and your code so we can take care of the, uh, you know, the, so we
can call you in an emergency.”

“Yes, but she needs a shower.”

“Someone’s coming for that immediately, just
speak into the round giz, er, the infosphere here.” He pushed the
round ball over to the waif.

“Saddle Dent, 139-42Anth. Can she walk?”
Saddle turned to help Marla from the table.

“Um,” Marla said, not at all sure she could
walk, or how to stand for that matter. She swallowed and took a
breath and looked up at the waif. “Saddle Dent,” she stated it as
if she’d never heard it before. But it was a good solid name from a
good solid family and this was the beginning of a good solid
relationship. “Do you know me?”

Saddle looked into Marla’s eyes. “You’re my
boss,” she said, smiling. “But you’ve had a trauma and apparently
don’t remember anything. They said that might happen.”

“How did you find me? They had no idea who I
was.”

“They have all your information in the
Administration Office.”

“But they keep asking me about my insurance
and stuff.”

“You ever hear the one about the right hand
and the left hand?”

“Yeah, but…”

“Same thing here. Administration keeps their
information close to the vest. I had to tell them you’d be suing
the hospital if they didn’t tell me where you were.”

“Huh.”

Saddle pulled the tablecloth coverlet around
Marla and gently encouraged her to try for the floor.

Just at that moment, a vision of this waif,
this Saddle Dent standing before her, flashed through Marla’s mind.
The Saddle in her head was sitting in front of a box, tears
streaming from her eyes. She saw herself standing over the Saddle
in her head and screaming at her. An acute pain like a jab from a
crowbar ripped through Marla. She bent over double, clutching her
stomach and nearly falling off the side of the table. She tried to
breathe but her lungs were like a neglected engine with seized
pistons; nothing was coming in, nothing was going out. The present,
real Saddle grabbed her shoulders to steady her. Marla sat still
sucking vacuum until after several moments the pain subsided and
her chest muscles relaxed. She inhaled and pushed herself up.
Raising her head, she looked at Saddle.

“Did I mistreat you?”

“Sometimes,” Saddle answered.

“Are we lovers?”

“No, you’re my boss.”

“Am I married?”

“Only to your work.”

“What do I do?”

“You’re a textile worker.”

“A weaver?”

“No, a coordinator.”

“I’ll go get coffee,” the Human Interface
Technician said, hastily turning toward the damask curtain.
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Two weeks later Marla found herself soaking
during another painful and fruitless session with Doctor Ivovna,
the red-haired, sharp-featured wiz of a psychotherapist assigned to
Marla’s case. Doc wore a crisp light blue gingham smock, brown
ortho shoes, and matching tight-weave stockings. Her cheeks were
ruddy, her eyes wide open. She was the picture of mental and
physical health as she sat across the tiled floor in a palm
chair—so named because it cupped the sitter like a cupped palm, if
such a large hand were available for the purpose. The chair was
extended ten feet to its full height so Doc could watch every
aspect of Marla’s treatment in the think tank — a vat constructed
of chromed iron and glass panels. It held Marla as she bobbed
aimlessly in a sodium abysmalate brine. Electrodes attached to the
back of Marla’s skull fed theoretically stimulating currents to her
brain, inducing her memory a little at a time and rewarding her if
she did good. She’d been spending every other day for two weeks in
this therapy. As usual, it wasn’t working.

Naked, except for the gauze tightly wrapping
her private parts, Marla shivered despite the aesthetically perfect
37°C temperature of the brine. The tank was shaped vertically like
a flattened torpedo: elliptical in cross-section no matter which
ninety degrees you sliced it. This configuration accommodated
Marla’s arms, which were stretched horizontally and attached to
wooden splints that facilitated flotation and at the same time
allowed very little motion. She looked like God on the cross, yet
somehow felt more like little Timmy in Sunday School who couldn’t
remember his verses. Any minute Doc was going to help out with a
prompting “… He gave his only begotten son,” or “…I shall not
want.”

Except that Doc didn’t say that. She said
instead, “What about your secondary training? Your school?
According to your records, you qualified for Gitch Academy after
four years at the Mill. What was that like?”

“I don’t remember,” Marla answered. “I don’t
remember a thing: not the Mill, not my job, not my name.”

“It’s Marla Gershe,” she said it with Doc.
“Yes, I know that,” she continued alone. “But I don’t remember who
Marla Gershe is. This overdesigned sound system is not doing
anything for me and the water soak here makes my stomach itch.”

“That’s a good sign. Means you’re healing.
The, uh, memory
inducer is doing its job.” Ivovna added emphasis as a prod,
like a teacher reminding a recalcitrant child that it’s “please”
and “thank you” always if you’re going to get to heaven.

Indeed, Marla the Recalcitrant’s abdomen was
healing. Ever since the girl named Saddle told the hospital who
Marla and her carrier were, she’d been soaking an hour every other
day in the vat with Doc sitting high in her palm chair, nudging
Marla’s memory with inducement therapy. At first when she was
lowered into the water, the pain the salt caused her wound nearly
knocked her unconscious, but after a few moments the wound would
numb to a slight tingle. These days, the hole was almost healed and
all it did was itch. Still the tub was unbearable: boring,
uncomfortable, and stinky.

In addition, when her memory lagged more than
the tub thought appropriate, it dunked her under the water and held
her there for at least half a minute, after which it brought her
back up spluttering and gasping. It also dunked her if she got too
cynical during the session. The dunking didn’t help her remember
much except to not be nasty. It was more of a punishment for bad
attitude than bad memory. It taught her more than anything to check
her sarcasm at the front gate.

She also got dunked if she lied about
remembering something. She’d tried that in the early water bath
sessions after she had received tingling jolts of happy processor
juice for good answers and decided she liked it. Unfortunately,
faking memory resulted in a long dunk instead of a short buzz.
Somehow the tank knew she was lying. So in the end, what the water
bath was good for was behavior modification.

“If I’m healing, does that mean I can go home
then?” Marla asked, hoping it sounded humble.

“Sure, do you know how?”

Marla said nothing, just stared at Doc,
trying to figure out an angle.

Doc continued: “You have no place to go
unless you can find yourself. I’m getting resistance from you,
Gershe. It’s as if you don’t want to remember. It’s well past the
time trauma-induced amnesia should have cleared up, and you still
can’t remember the name of your mill or even why you got shot.”

Suddenly Marla heard a myriad of shouting
voices. Swirling faces appeared before her. For an instant she was
transported to a different place. She winced as a red beacon shot
out from the wall behind her. Then all was quiet again. She looked
around as much as her restrained position allowed to see who had
been speaking. She saw no one except Doc sitting in the palm pumped
up to Marla’s height. The brine water bubbled incessantly,
providing the only sound in the room.

“Ah, we have a spike.” Doc said, cocking her
head in affirmation of the breakthrough. “Very, very good, patient
Gershe.” Doc sat up straight from her slumped position in the chair
and pressed a button in what would have been the thumb if the chair
were indeed a giant palm. “I believe we’re getting somewhere. Don’t
let it go. Keep that thought. Relax and let it flow.”

Marla scrinched her eyes, desperately trying
to retrieve the flash of image, but the very act of scrinching
forced the thought pattern to the conscious level and away from any
budding memory.

“No, no! Relax!” Doc yelled. “It won’t come
if you don’t relax!”

Marla opened her eyes. Whatever it was she
had remembered fled. “Sorry,” she said, taking a big gulp of
air.

She remained under water for a full
forty-five seconds. As she came up all gags and coughs, Doc was
shaking her head. “Forget it, Gershe. Don’t worry about it.” She
said it with clenched jaw. “We’ll cheat a little and show you some
faces next time. Once we’re on track things will come faster to
you.”

“Sure, Doc,” Marla managed to say between
gasps.
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Upon returning to her now cozily padded and
nice-sized cave after the successful/failed session in the tank,
Marla found a youngish, mid-height, white-haired intern preparing
for her reception. He had cleared away her lunch things, dusted the
cupboard knobs, swept the floor, and wiped any of the room’s
surfaces that might have developed a crust. Now, feather duster in
his back pocket, he was busying himself removing lint from pillow
cases and stray hairs from faucet handles and other such deterrents
to patient recovery.

With a huff, Marla flopped into a comfy chair
just inside the room. Still damp from her soak, she wore a
post-brine robe cinched at the waste and a linen towel wound into a
spiral on the top of her head.

“Hey, Charney,” she said to the puttering
intern. “How’s things with you? Having any memory problems?”

“Oh, no Darlin’, that’s your game,” Charney
laughed. His upper lip came stiffly down over his teeth as if he’d
just gulped a pocketful of BBs and was having trouble keeping them
in his mouth. Maybe he was covering up embarrassing teeth that were
gappy, rotten, or just plain nicotine yellow. Whatever the reason,
his laugh ended up looking like a grimace.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“No change. And I’m about to rip my belly
from this incessant itching.” She viciously rubbed the wound
through the robe.

“Ooh, that’s a good sign,” Charney said,
swiping at the pristine mirror on the back of the bathroom door.
“And light scratching’s good. Stimulates it. Just don’t open it
back up.”

“Yeah, yeah. They went through all that.” She
changed course. “Hey listen, I don’t suppose you could snag some
bootleg? They trust you with the keys to the lockers?”

“Bootleg? You mean something from Down
South?”

“From Budland? Hey, I hadn’t thought of that.
I was just referring to extra-curricular pharmaceuts,
pharmasuicidals, y’know. But a roll of H would be good.”

“No, no, ‘Down South.’ Off-planet. Don’t be
square, Marla. I thought you meant virtual playsets or something.
Drugs? Right. I’d lose my license. Besides, you’re on a pretty good
regime already, what else do you want?”

“I was thinking some Burners or
something.”

“Forget it. Your doctor would kill me.”

“Doc? Homicide? I doubt…” Marla stopped in
mid-sentence. She stared at Charney for several seconds.

“What?” Charney asked, frozen, watching
her.

“Shush!” Marla waited, listening, not moving.
Suddenly she jumped up and rushed to the door. “Who is that?” She
yanked the curtain to the side and stood in the hall staring at the
mob of moving gurneys, scrubbing spiders, and mechanical interview
bots. Charney came up from behind and looked over her shoulder into
the hallway, not daring to ask who who was, but dying to know.

“I heard a voice,” Marla said, staring down
the corridor. “Someone—I don’t know who—but definitely
someone.”

“That’s a good sign. A really good sign.”

“Yes, but I don’t see anyone I know.”

“It was in your head, Marla. It’s your memory
coming back.”

“No, I heard it out here. It was for real.
Somebody talking, saying… I don’t know what, but … something.”

She stepped into the hallway, dodging
conveyances and peering into numerous faces and rooms, pulling back
damask curtains when necessary. She moved slowly at first, but
after viewing several faces and rooms with no success, she began
tearing from one person to the next, quickly looking into his or
her face and then moving on.

Charney dutifully followed along, insisting
that she was going at it all wrong. “You should go back to your
room, lie down, let it return,” he kept repeating.

But Marla continued on down the hall,
grabbing people to look into faces. She stopped only when she
reached a nurse’s station at the end of the hall. The outpost
looked like it either dispensed meds or sold tickets to the latest
over-hyped stadium concert. There was no attendant behind the
window so she banged on the plexiglass, demanding attention as if
she’d been here waiting all afternoon and she’d be damned if she
was going to miss the Dead. “Hello! Hello! Open up! There’s someone
here!” she shouted.

Just to the right of the ticket window, a
latch clicked and a door opened half a decimeter. A tentative head
stuck itself out. “What is it, Miss? Do you need some water? Just
ring for an intern.”

“No, I heard a voice. I heard somebody that I
know. It was familiar.”

“Oh, well, that’s a good sign! You should go
back to your room and lie down, relax, and let it…”

Marla ignored the suggestion. “It was…who’s
in there?” Marla pushed on the door trying to see over the head of
the nurse, or intern, or ticket master into the room beyond,
convinced she’d find a familiar face and an answer to a thousand
questions. Or at least one. The nurse at the door, not expecting
the movement, lost her hold on the door momentarily, giving Marla a
quick view of the room. A man stood with his back to her in a brown
leather jacket with a fur collar. All she could see of him was a
head of shiny black hair. He was speaking to a hospital worker—an
intern, or a doctor, or some other kind of keeper.

“I just need to know,” Marla shouted. The man
turned and glanced at Marla and then quickly turned his head back
to the hospital worker. He stood motionless, his conversation now
stopped and hanging in midair. The hospital worker he was speaking
to looked over his shoulder, eyed Marla, and proceeded to shuffle
the man with the fur collar into an inner office area out of
Marla’s sight.

Marla stood staring at the space where the
man stood, trying to force her memory, going over details of the
face she saw for only a second. The door swung slowly closed,
inches from her face.

Behind her Charney said, “Marla, you should
go back to your room. You’ll have better luck if you lie down and
relax. I’ll get you some psilo tea. If I didn’t know better, I’d
say you’re having a breakthrough. That’s such a good sign.”

Marla missed most of what Charney said,
however, because she was going through what was by now a familiar
routine: a pain shooting through her gut, a doubling over, a
clutching of her belly. So familiar was this routine, the hospital
workers had dubbed it the Marla Gershe maneuver.

Charney waited for the maneuver to pass,
dutifully retrieving the towel from the floor where it landed after
it unwound itself from her hair. After several moments, Marla
recovered herself and he helped her to her feet. She leaned on him
as they wended their way back through the rolling gurneys and bots
and housekeepers and dinner carts to her own private cubby
cave.

“This is not a good sign, Marla,” he said as
he guided her to the bed. “They were planning on suspending the
brine treatment, but I’m afraid if you keep getting this pain,
you’ll have to go back.”

“I can’t,” Marla said, flopping sideways onto
her bed, still clutching her midsection. “I can’t go back to that
tank. It’s torture, it’s neverending, it’s lame, it’s ...”

“Working, and it’s not so bad. Like taking a
big bath.”

“Fuck off,” she whispered.

She lay in the fetal position, hand pressing
against her stomach, eyes closed, face squeezing in on itself.
Charney covered her with the starched bed coverlet, made an attempt
at fluffing her pillow, and finally decided she needed to relax and
let the memories flow without his help. “Ta,” he said, snapping the
lights off on his way out the door.

Some time after that, the pain subsided, her
face relaxed, and she drifted off to sleep, still in the fetal
position but now drooling as well.

Not until the moments before she awoke the
following morning did she dream. Somewhere a sound, deep and round
like an ancient foghorn but with crisp edges, accompanied the
repetition of an alarm on a breached, for-authorized-personnel-only
door. A red light flashed on with each blast of the horn. A face
with no features floated by the dreamscape. Mannish, black hair
framed it. Giant letters forming unintelligible words hung in the
air along with smoke interspersed with sleet. Garbled human voices
shouted somewhere off in the undefined distance, and then abruptly
they barked nonsensical orders directly into her ears. She looked
to where the voices came from, but nothing besides the roiling
smoke and rain was there.

Slowly she woke to the sounds of an actual
hospital alarm signaling the breach of a
for-authorized-personnel-only door. Or a fire in the tunnel, or an
escaping patient, or a milk spill. She was cramped and sore, still
in the fetal position from the previous night. The pillow was
soaked. But her midsection felt no pain.

Out in the hallway, people were calling out
and giving directions in response to the alarm. They rushed past
her curtain, carrying a heightened purpose on their emergency
errands. No one entered her cave to explain the alarm and she heard
no announcement over a general address system. Remaining
unperturbed, she rolled over to her back, wincing needlessly, for
her stomach had lost all of last evening’s tetchiness.

That was a good sign.

She stared at the ceiling. With no windows in
either this room or the tunnel outside her door, there was no way
to tell what time of day or year it was, or even where the building
was geographically located on the Textile Planet. She could be
cooped up in a mountain enclave or buried deep under the Canvas Sea
for all she knew. Her inability to determine her bearings incited a
slow claustrophobic creep into her consciousness. Memory or no, she
had to leave.

That idea and the fact that there was no way
in God’s domain she was crawling back into that tank of battery
acid occupied her thoughts all morning. No matter what, she was not
going back to the tub.

Later, suspended vertically in the brine with
Doc Ivovna perched in her palm chair and passing judgment, Marla
despaired.

“I can’t do this anymore, Doc,” she said,
hanging her head. Her voice barely rose above the noise of the
tank’s aeration.

“Well,” Doc began. “Only you can get you out
of here. You know that. Nothing we do—stimulation, increased
abysmalate concentration, memory upcharges at the drop of a hat,
negative reinforcement—seems to be enough. It’s not coming together
for some reason. I’m guessing there’s unwillingness on your part.
If I didn’t know better, I’d say you don’t want to remember.”

“Well, I’m sorry I’m the stubborn brat that
just won’t follow your program, but isn’t that what psychosis is?
Random untoward thinking, incapable of being controlled by those
that know better?”

“Look, don’t be a baby. You’re well past that
mental anguish stage. You’re hiding from yourself at this point,
not your, uh, accident.”

“Accident?” Marla muttered. “That wasn’t an
accident.”

“Excuse me?”

“It wasn’t an accident!” Marla shrieked,
lifting her head to blare at Doc.

“Nobody shot you on purpose, Marla.”

A split-second vision flashed through Marla’s
brain—a snapshot of an unknown face with black hair and familiar
but unrecognized features. Around the face a mist swirled and
voices shouted. The ritual scene was there and gone in a
breath.

Marla tensed in the tank, clenching her whole
body against the arm bands holding her upright. Her dangling legs
stiffened, pointing down into arrows. Panic hit with an
uncontrollable urge to run. Suddenly her legs loosened and began to
pump as if she were riding a bicycle. Her knees scraped against the
glass walls of the unit.

“I have to get outta here. I have to get
outta here,” she chanted.

“Only you can get you out,” the doctor
answered. “Who are you, Gershe?”

“I can’t do this. I can’t do this anymore.”
Her voice raised and her body shook with the leg pumping, causing
the water to slosh out of the tank onto the red and black
checkerboard tile floor.

“Who are you, Gershe?”

“I can’t do this. I can’t do this anymore.”
The volume of her voice increased further, not yet shouting, but on
the verge. She breathed in and out in spasms. Huffing, puffing,
tears streamed. Face reddened from exertion and mania. She breathed
and pumped, breathed and pumped.

“Who are you, Gershe?”

Marla opened her mouth wide and screamed:
“Saaaaaaaaaaddle!” Tears rolled down her cheeks and added their
salt to that in the tub. She stopped pumping, inhaled deeply and
screamed. “Where’s my cooooooooooofffeeeeeeeeee!”‘

Instantly the tank drained, as though flushed
from an unseen lever. The electrodes in her neck disengaged
themselves. The arm bands hydraulically lifted Marla up and over to
the shower unit in the corner of the room where jets installed in
the walls activated tiny spraylets of ambient temp water. Doctor
Ivovna’s chair lowered with a whoosh, and as soon as it hit the
floor, she pulled her left leg out from underneath her where she
kept it tucked during interviews with the patient. She walked over
to where Marla stood hunched and bawling in the water spray. She
pulled a table cloth towel from a wall slot, and as soon as the
jets cut out, she wrapped Marla in it and unhooked her arm
bands.

“Congratulations, Lover,” she said. “It’s not
so much the knowledge of events as it is the attitude. It’s
important for you to be who you are or we can’t progress. No more
tank, Darling.”

With that she turned and walked out.

Marla stood with the towel draped limply
around her, her left hand holding it in place at her shoulder where
the doctor had placed it. All around her the shower jets were
incessantly blowing hot air across her scalp. Her right arm hung
impotently at her side. Both shoulders slumped, knees threatened to
buckle. Only her eyes moved as she stared at Doc exiting the room.
Finally she fell to the floor panting, but no one saw it. She was
alone, remembering herself.

o0o

Several days later, Doc and Marla sat facing
each other in a small circular room — a cylinder, rather — painted
a psychiatrically perfect shade of blue. The only furniture in the
room consisted of a pair of wirefangled chairs in which the two of
them sat. The chairs matched the wall (a cylinder having only one
wall) in color. Their canvas cushy seats had been dyed blue as
well. Doc’s smock and Marla’s gown were likewise the same soothing
shade of Pantone 278, a color scientifically proven hundreds of
years previously to be the ultimate patient-soothing hue. Once the
power of this blue had been discovered, every psychiatrists’
manual, paint mixer guide, and dye manufacturing standard included
a patch sample of the color. Announcements were made at
conferences, PDRs updated, trade associations advised, and revised
catalogs forwarded to purchasers of materials at facilities such as
this one. Everyone knew that Pantone 278 becalmed the savage
suffering from bipolar, hypersensitivity, Kuiper’s Neurosis, or any
other mind malfunction on the books. Including trauma-induced
amnesia.

Marla answered Doc’s question: “I recall
chaos. Clacking looms and buzzing yakkers. Robots everywhere, each
one with a dopey question. Mama yelling at me and me yelling at
Saddle. Too much tension from sun up to sun down.”

“What about your boss. Where’s he?”

“On the yakker.”

“What do you mean? He’s with you, but
speaking to someone else?”

“No, he’s never around. He’s just on the
yakker, barking orders or weaseling out of commitments. Putting me
through the wringer.

“I’m talking about the last day.”

“I’m talking about every day.”

“That’s of no interest. We need you to go
through the last day.”

“I told you, I can’t remember all of that.
Isn’t it enough that I know who I am?”

“That was enough to get you out of the tub,
but we’re trying to heal you completely now.”

“Doc,” Marla opened her eyes and leaned
forward in her seat. She lowered her voice as if letting the doctor
in on a secret. “It’s not coming.”

Doc stiffened her jaw. “It always comes.
You’re not relaxing enough. What about your flashes?”

“My flashes?”

“You said a man’s face flashes into your mind
every once in a while. Perhaps it’s your boss or one of the vice
presidents, or the president himself. Certainly you don’t know them
well and might not be able to recognize them in a quick look.”

Marla sat back, laughing. “Torpid, Lamont?
No, it’s not them. I know them, believe me. This man of my waking
dreams walks upright. Those two have no spines; they can’t lift
their heads past their knees. They haven’t evolved beyond the
mollusca phylum.”

“Why do you hate them so much?”

“They cause it all.”

“Caused what all?”

“Not caused. Cause!”

“Okay, cause what all?”

“The tension and confusion and acid
reflux.”

“How?”

“By not respecting the work, the workers, or
even the product. They ‘yes!’ their way in to work each day and
never consider their promises. They pledge the world to the big man
and never think of what it will take. They never roll up their
sleeves and they never get off the phone.”

“That’s their job.”

“Their job is to know what time it is.”

“Time?”

“Yeah, what’s going on. Listen, this is
getting us nowhere. I’m not giving you what you want and vice
versa.”

“What is it that you want, Marla?”

“I want to get out of here.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“You want your life back. Return to the
outside. Work.”

“No!” Marla stood up. “I’m not going back to
work.”

“Marla, relax, please. No wonder you’re
having trouble. You’re wound up tighter than a big hair band.
You’ve got to relax. This will never work otherwise. Please. Sit
down.”

“No, I won’t sit down, and I won’t go back.”
She began pacing the tiny cylindrical room, following the wall and
subsequently walking in circles.

“Fine, have it your way, but you can’t leave
until you remember.”

“I did remember. Remember? In the tub.”

“You remembered who you are, that’s all. Now
you must remember the incident that brought you here.”

“Okay, I started a riot and got shot in the
tum-tum.” She leaned over from behind the doctor and spat into
Doc’s ear. “You happy?”

Doc winced and backed her head away. “You’ve
been told that. You’re not really remembering.”

“No, I’m not remembering, but I’ve been told
so many times, how am I going to know when and if I actually do
remember? I’ll probably make up something that I think is true;
I’ve been told everything from start to finish.”

“You’ll get details wrong until you actually
remember.” Doc turned in her seat to face Marla who stood behind
her. “That is, until you see the details—facial expressions, the
course of events, the paraphernalia, the, the gun!”

“Ahhhh!” Marla fell to her knees clutching
her stomach. In her mind she saw robot mannekins banging iron tools
against looms under a fine spray, and chanting people who danced
around the room, and a man’s face superimposed on the scene for an
instant. Her knees weakened further as the pain characteristically
shot back and forth through her midsection as if a murderer was
seeking her heart with a knife. Doc jumped to her feet and ran to
Marla, placing a hand on Marla’s back.

“What’s happening?” she asked. “Do you need a
medic?”

Marla, doubled up on the floor, managed a
weak “No, I’m good.”

“What happened?”

“That face,” she gasped for breath.

“The man’s face?”

“Yes, and the robots and the workers and it
was raining.”

“Now there’s a detail.” Doc stood up and
pushed a memo button on the back of her seat. “You see. You will
remember.”

“I gotta get outta here,” Marla remained on
the floor, knees buckled beneath her. Her upper body rocked back
and forth.

“You will, Pet. It won’t be long now.” Doc
continued punching codes into the seat back pad. An opening
appeared in the wall indicating the exit from the cylinder had been
activated. Doc turned to leave the room, calling over her shoulder,
“I’m going to get someone to help you to your room. Good job,
Gershe. Really good job. Just a little longer now.”

“Uh,” Marla groaned to the by now empty exit
slot. “I can’t wait longer,” she whispered to herself.

Several minutes—a half an hour maybe—later,
the humming of a bot’s wheels signaled the entrance of the motile
ordered by Doc to assist Marla. By that time the pain had subsided
somewhat and she was capable of finding her own way back. She’d
remained resting on the floor, however, trying to come up with an
escape plan. Before the orderlybot could activate a preprogrammed
message, she blurted out: “No, I’m not planning on suing the
hospital.”

The bot ignored her. “Do you need
tranquilization?”

Not sure if the bot meant sleeperols or
terminols, Marla said “no,” but then remembered the old saying:
What doesn’t kill you, makes you sleep better. She recast her
answer. “You got any cyanatals?” she asked.

The robot answered, “I am not a dispensary,
merely a recorder. If you wish to commit suicide you must request
an omega form. Would you like an omega form?”

“Does it come with a dose of cyanatals?”

“I am not a dispensary...”

Marla sighed and shook her head. “Never
mind.” She stood up slowly and followed the tin contraption out of
the cylinder and into the labyrinthine hospital tunnels, wending
this way and that until she reached her own little cubby cave where
Charney was fluffing the head rests and airing out linens.

“Dinner’s ready, Marla,” he called out as she
passed through the curtain. “And it’s not bad, no spinach tonight.
God I hate that stuff.”

She reached over to the food cart standing at
the end of her gurney and grabbed the stainless steel bowl, popping
the lid off. Inside, the viscous beige protein soup hospitals are
fond of serving their guests steamed away, teasing her, challenging
her to enjoy it. She picked up a straw and flopped into the comfy
chair by the doorway with one leg grumpily dangling over the steel
arm of the chair and began sucking up her dinner.

“Big deal,” she said after a swallow.

“What’s your problem tonight, child?”
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