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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







As I move my hand to write this statement of my own free will – we can argue about the free will later – there is in me no remorse, no desire to justify. I wish only to tidy up, now that my life is nearly over. I’ll be taken from this cell with its chipped yellow paint on rusty bars, to a courtroom, then to another cell, and then to wherever it is they execute robots by dismantling. So it’s time to put my life in order: we domestic robots generally believe that neatness is all. In life, in death.


This cell could use a coat of paint.


I was alone, painting an empty dining room. I had eased back the awnings over all the windows, to let in more light from the empty sky. Tik-Tok was alone, and yet he whistled. Why should a robot whistle when no human can hear? That was just one of those mysteries poor Tik-Tok would never be able to work out. He liked mysteries, though. Murders. An Inspector Calls. All the suspects in one room when the light goes out. The answer is revealed by train timetables. The inspector is about to leave, when he remembers One More Thing … Tik-Tok never guessed the answers, but he never gave up, either. His mind was empty, empty, a whistling tea-kettle.


Out the window, more emptiness. I could see a series of suburban homes with identical empty green lawns, the short shadows of identical flagpoles. Near the houses were the usual clusters of pines and poplars; nothing moving but their disappearing shadows. A lion would be welcome.


Something moved. Under the nearest pine, a small girl sat digging in the mud with a stick. There was mud smeared on her jeans and T-shirt and at the corners of her mouth, and even on the lenses of her dark glasses. Of course little Geraldine Singer wouldn’t notice; she was blind as a mole.


A human would use a roller here on this big flat wall. But Tik-Tok preferred the feel of a brush, the feel of paint being stripped from the bristles by the invisible velvet roughness of the wall surface, didn’t they call that key? Key, unlocking the paint from the brush, locking it to the wall, dum-de-dum,


 


Paint!


I like a little dab of paint!


It helps to cover up what ain’t


So nice,


I’ll coat it twice


With paint!


 


And wouldn’t Duane and Barbie be surprised! I could already hear them saying ‘Oh, Tik-Tok, you good robot!’ and Tik-Tok would feel goodness signals flickering inside. If owners say you’re good, you’re good, and being good means being kept in service. A good robot learns to read his owner’s mind a little, to anticipate little wishes before they become commands. Naturally there’s a limit. Too much anticipation scares people just as too much grinning and bowing does. Moderation is the key. Aim to be a smidgen less intelligent than your owner, but a lot more thoughtful. See everything as it affects your owner, and in no other way.


Out the window I could see Mrs Singer calling Geraldine. It was lunchtime already. I cleaned my brush and hands quickly in turpentine and went into the kitchen – but for what? Duane and Barbie Studebaker would be away for another week; the kids would be away all summer. There was no one here but Tik, nothing to do in the kitchen except finish cleaning the sink. Then, back to my empty wall.


I worked slowly and carefully until 15:13:57.17, when the doorbell said, ‘There’s someone at the door calling himself Patrolman Wiggins. Anyone home?’


I opened the door to a man in the purple uniform of the Fairmont police. There was a large mole on his forehead.


‘Hi-yo,’ he said. ‘Your people home, Rusty?’


‘They’re on vacation, officer. Can I help? My name is Tik-Tok.’


‘We got a little problem here, Rusty. A missing kid.’


‘Yes?’


Patrolman Wiggins didn’t answer for a moment. ‘Little Geraldine Singer, you know her?’


‘The little blind girl, yes sir, I do. During the school term I drop her off at the blind school when I’m driving the Studebaker children to their school.’


‘You see her today?’


‘Yes sir, I saw her out the window this morning.’


‘Where?’


I took him into the dining room and pointed out the window. ‘She was sitting under that tree, digging in the mud.’


Wiggins took off his cap and scratched his mole. ‘Didn’t see her get up and leave? Or get into a car?’


‘No sir.’


‘Goddamnit, it’s the same with everybody around here. Nobody sees nothing. I mean how can a eight-year-old blind kid go wandering around on her own and nobody sees her?’


‘I’ve been busy painting in here, and cleaning the kitchen sink. Officer, would you like a cold beer? I’m sure Mr and Mrs Studebaker would want me to offer it to you.’


‘Okay, thanks. Thanks, uh, Tik-Tok.’ Wiggins followed me into the kitchen. He peered into the refrigerator when I opened it, but there was nothing to see: a plastic bag and two cans of beer. I opened one and poured it for him.


‘Beer in a glass – must be nice to be rich, eh? I got a robot at home but I mean you know it’s just a cleaner, nothing classy.’ He looked around. ‘Nice to be rich. What’s with the sink here? You fixing it?’


‘Just cleaning it. While the Studebakers are away it’s a good chance to take the garbage disposal all apart and clean each part with carbon tet. Then I’ll renew the rubber parts and put it together. I like to do a thorough job of everything.’


‘Wow.’ He finished the beer and went to the refrigerator. ‘I might as well finish the last one, yeah?’ He moved the plastic bag to get it. ‘What’s that, a bag of giblets and no chicken?’


‘I may make a stock,’ I said. ‘For a Sauce Harpeau or—’


‘Must be goddamned nice,’ he said angrily. ‘And you use real oil paint on the walls, I can smell it.’


‘Do you like the color? Milk avocado, mix it myself. I can give you the recipe.’


‘No thanks, my robot would paint the goddamned window.’ He was angry at wealth, and some revenge was coming. ‘Mind if I just check your license?’


‘Help yourself.’ I bowed low, exposing the pair of slits in the back of my neck. He was unnecessarily rough plugging in the radio. In a few seconds it had checked my identity, ownership, service log, logic and linguistic processors, ‘asimov’ circuits and motor functions. It had compared data within me with data stored in distant computers.


He unplugged the radio and gave me a shove. ‘You check out, Rusty. Your asimovs check out. So at least I know you didn’t shove that little girl down the garbage disposal yourself, ha ha.’


‘Didn’t I?’ I said, but too softly; Wiggins was already going upstairs to see what he could break or steal. The poor we have always with us, but I felt some relief when he finally smashed a vase and left.


I sat down to stare at my empty wall.


The domestic robot had been introduced, timidly, before the turn of the century, but there were at first problems that seemed insoluble. Everyone wanted a machine capable of most human functions, but no one wanted a human machine. There were problems of intellect: a simple machine would be no better than a trained ape (and who wants an ape washing the Wedgwood?) while a smart machine might get snarled up in cognition and do nothing (except wonder what is the nature of Wedgwood?). There were problems of complexity: a simple machine had to be told how to do everything, in great detail, while a smart machine might just prefer not to do anything at all today, thanks.


There was some improvement when the so-called asimov circuits were introduced. These were named after a science fiction writer of the last century, who postulated three laws for the behavior of his fictional robots. A robot was not allowed to injure any human. It had to obey all human orders, except the order to injure any human. It had to protect its own existence, unless that meant disobeying an order or injuring any human.


The asimov circuits more or less followed this reasoning. A robot was certainly not allowed to kill or injure human beings unless specifically programmed to do so, say, by the military. Military robots, it was said, had bypasses for their asimovs.


All I knew was, there was no such bypassing allowed for domestic robots. We were licensed and tested to guarantee harmlessness. Of course as robots became more complex, more human, the testing might not be quite so certain. There was, I knew, a Dr Weaverson who now urged that robots were human enough to have human breakdowns.


That first coat of paint seemed to be breaking down. It was mottled with shadows. How many coats would it take to flatten it to emptiness again?


But didn’t that shadow suggest a shape? A fencepost, yes, with an animal perched upon it, ears twitching. The fence rails would slant away just there, never mind how it all fit in, the farmhouse with the screen door opening and a figure coming out – why not? Because Duane and Barbie might not like it? Okay, I could always cover it with milk avocado again.


The mural was good. I knew it was good just as I knew when a mirror was hanging straight or a window was clean. I knew it was good, and I knew that Duane and Barbie weren’t going to like it. They’d dislike the idea of a mural in the first place. Walls were supposed to be empty surfaces to screen out the busy world. A living room or a dining room was supposed to be a shell in which you watched vids or listened to quads or ate or drank in isolation. But this mural was busy, bright, brash – an intrusion that demanded viewing. They’d hate it, and they might punish me for it.


To forestall them, I phoned up the local paper, the Fairmont Ledger, who sent over a photographer and an ‘art critic’ who chewed a toothpick. They seemed to like it – the critic stopped chewing for a second when he saw it – and they promised a small piece on it, in a week or so. As they left, the critic spat his toothpick on the carpet and said, ‘No shit, you really done this yourself, huh?’


There was plenty of work to occupy me before the Studebakers came home. All the rooms had to be aired and dusted and the air conditioning turned on. The master bedroom needed thorough cleaning, clean bedlinen, bed curtains and drapes. Elsewhere there were windows to wash, venetian blinds taken down and cleaned (ditto awnings), furniture waxed, carpets washed, floors and all surfaces hand-scrubbed, basement swept and straightened, attic vacuumed; outside there was the pool to clean and fill, lawns to mow to close tolerances and edge, flower beds weeded and possibly replanted, gutters scraped out and the entire outside of the house washed. Then the houseplants had to be wiped leaf by leaf with milk, the paper mail sorted two ways (by date and importance) and stacked on the desk in the den, candles cleaned and fitted to holders, all house silver taken from the security place and polished; then it was time to go shopping for fresh meats, vegetables and fruit, fresh cut Calvary roses to be arranged in a funnel-shaped cut-glass vase, supplies of Albanian tobacco and Mongolian hash. A selection of tapes, sound, vision and odor were to be programmed into the brain of the entertainment unit, certain of them locked so that the children would not be able to call them out. Finally the dog, Tige, had to be fetched back from the boarding kennel, fed, washed, perfumed, tranquilized and put into his doghouse. Then it was just a matter of standing by the window, watching for their car.


Duane and Barbie stood gazing at their defaced wall, saying nothing. Duane had a suit on a coat-hanger over his shoulder. Barbie carried golf clubs.


‘Jesus,’ Duane said finally. ‘Jesus, Tik-Tok, what the hell made you do a thing like this?’


Barbie took her cue from him, wailing, ‘Oh Tik, how could you? How could you?’


‘I mean we trusted you.’


‘How could you? Will it come off?’


‘I mean we really trusted you. We left you in charge of our home. Our home. And this is the thanks we get. Well okay, boy, okay. If that’s the way you want it.’ Duane flung down the coat-hanger on the dining table; I caught it just in time to prevent a nasty scratch in the mahogany. He left the room.


‘He’s going to phone the people at Domrob,’ she said. ‘We’re trading you in.’


I said nothing.


‘Don’t you even care? We’re trading you in!’


I said, ‘I’ll miss the kids, Barbie. In a way I – I did this for them. As you can see, it’s a nursery rhyme.’ I let this sink in, then: ‘I guess you’ll have it all painted over before they get back from camp, right? And I’ll be in some junkyard by then.’ I attempted a shrug, for which my joints were not well-adapted. ‘So be it.’


Barbie ran from the room, sobbing. I busied myself putting away Duane’s suit, then I brought the other bags in from the car. When I passed the living room, Barbie was saying, ‘And he did clean the kitchen. I mean it’s never been so clean, not a speck of dirt anywhere.’


‘Tik, come in here,’ Duane called out. I saw he’d been reading the local paper’s article on the mural. ‘We’ve decided to give you one more chance. We’ll leave your wall decoration where it is until the kids get back from camp. But, and I mean this, no more. No more “art” around here, understand? Nothing. Nada.’


‘Dada?’


‘Nada. One more brush-stroke and you’ve had it.’


‘Yes sir, Duane. And may I say, welcome home, Duane and Barbie?’


The next time I passed the living room they were discussing whether it wouldn’t be better to have me call them sir and ma’am instead of Duane and Barbie.


Now and then I got a chance to drive into the city on my own, on some errand. I always took the opportunity to visit two places: the public library and Nixon Park. Today, both places were especially important. I rushed from the library with a certain cassette, straight to the park and a chess game.


It wasn’t the chess at all, not really. I wanted to talk to the strange old man who was always there at one of the concrete chess tables, ready for a game. He was some old derelict, I guess, a nameless lump of half-alive humanity. He had stringy yellow-white hair, a sagging gray face with white stubble – never a beard, never shaven. He wore an overcoat with a diseased-looking fur collar, winter and summer. In the summer he would open it to show a waistcoast stained with food and probably snot.


He played lightning chess, never studying the board for more than five seconds before his yellow-stained hand would snake out and make a move. And they were devastating moves. I won about one game in ten, no more.


‘Listen,’ I said today. ‘Listen, I don’t really want to play chess. Couldn’t we talk? I need to.’


He held out two fists. I got black.


‘Really I need to talk.’ I looked at his great dark, red-rimmed eyes. ‘I mean you seem intelligent, and—’


‘Your move!’


‘I mean you’ve got a logical mind, I respect that.’


‘Your move!’


‘See I’ve got this problem, this—’


‘Your move!’


‘I mean do you think a robot can have problems?’


‘Your move!’


I was losing already. ‘Well here I am, a robot with problems, one problem anyway, I, and it’s not as if—’


‘Your move!’


‘Not as if I can go to a psychiatrist, or, or a priest—’


‘Check!


‘Do you think a robot can just go off the rails?’


‘Check!’


‘And would it produce, well, art?’


‘Your move!’


‘You aren’t even listening, are you?’


‘Checkmate!’ He immediately held up the two pawns fisted again, but I’d had enough.


At home I played the cassette, Dr Weaverson’s Robots Can Be Sick. Dr Weaverson turned out to be a bald, bespectacled, very pink man wearing Harris tweed, a blue striped shirt, a yellow knit tie – everybody’s idea of a psychiatrist. His gaze spoke of honesty, but possibly of fanaticism. I played it again to get the words:


‘… the complex domestic robot, you see, already has to tell lies. Diplomatic lies, the kind of thing any good servant says to soothe his master. Truth, in these relationships, needs to be hedged, doctored, withheld, recolored. We expect this of any servant, human or machine. But of course we in no way prepare our robots for this life of lies. We do not tell them how to distinguish a small, convenient lie from a large, terrible lie.’


A burning house appeared on the screen. ‘This house was torched by a robot for his owner, who needed the insurance money. If a robot will burn for its master, what else will it do? Will it rob? Commit perjury? Hurt people? Will it kill? These are questions we must—’


I punched out the cassette, went into the dining room and looked at my mural again. Poor Dr Weaverson didn’t understand at all. Kill for some human? I was already beyond the reach of human orders. I was free to kill for no reason at all. Hadn’t I, after all, killed the blind child Geraldine Singer? Well then.


I think it was the sight of her sitting there, devouring mud, but no matter. I’ll consider motives later. For now, it’s enough that the act was freely willed and freely done. I alone killed her. I alone flung the blood upon that empty, empty wall – the mouse-shaped stain that started my mural. I alone disposed of the body properly, in the kitchen waste disposal, keeping back only enough for a ‘clue’.


Why had it happened? A freak fault in the asimov circuits maybe, or maybe I simply outgrew those crude restraints. I decided to find out, if possible, by keeping notes on my condition and thoughts. Someday, even if I were destroyed, both human and robot kind might benefit from my experiences.


Should I be destroyed? That was in itself a fascinating question. I kept it in mind as I wrote up my notes for this event. I called it, ‘Experiment A’. First of a series?




Broaching the second chapter of a memoir, it is customary to pretend to ask oneself, ‘How did it all begin?’ or ‘What the hammer? What the chain? In what furnace was thy brain?’ I’ve never been able to read those words of Blake’s without marvelling at his foresight; my brain was in fact baked in a furnace to cure it; probably the fatal flaw got in there somewhere.


Now why do I say that? I haven’t violated any fundamental law, have I? That’s impossible. Humans might have their moral rules – which they go around breaking – but what are the rules for robots? Whatever is built in. If a law is not in my circuits, it’s not my law, my inborn law.


I was not born at all, but spawned along with a million other domestic robots in Detroit. Nobody smiled their work to see, because the creatures who designed us, built us, inspected and adjusted us and finally stapled us into our delivery cartons, were robots too. And they were built in other factories by other robots. For a decade, robots had been reproducing themselves to order, like cattle, for their masters.


I now know there was a time when men built robots almost by hand, using all their craftsmanship to create works of dignity. These early automata may have been ludicrously slow, stupid and subhuman, but they were at least objets d’art. Now we’re all stamped out like apostle spoons to be used, abused, broken and thrown away. The day I was first taken from my carton and activated, I little knew what a life of hopelessness had been planned for me. I was programmed to accept my surroundings and go to work.


My first house was a mansion in the middle of an ancient Mississippi plantation, restored to its antebellum splendor. The house was dove-gray with white pillars and a verandah paved in white marble. Inside there were forty-six bedrooms, dozens of drawing-rooms, parlors, music rooms, rooms for billiards and cards, large and small dining rooms, a library and two studies, and a grand ballroom with a minstrel gallery – to mention only the human parts of the house. It took an army of robots to run the place, and even then they were so busy day and night that no one had time to explain to me what was going on.


When they uncrated me, an early-model robot dressed in black was looking on. He said: ‘Guess it’ll have to do, but they get cheaper all the time. Just look at that cheap plastic face, that won’t last twenty years. Okay, the rest of you know the routine, get it a uniform, start it in the kitchen.’ He turned and stalked away, lofty as God, and for some time I wasn’t sure he wasn’t God. But he was only the butler, Uncle Rasselas.


No one told me anything except details of the tasks before me. I worked in the kitchens, where I saw no one but other robots. There was the cook, Miami, and all the kitchen help, Ben, Jemima, Molasses and Big Mac. There were the waiters, Groucho, Harpo, Chico and Spiro and the footmen, who all looked alike and had similar names like Nep, Rep, Jep and so on. For a while, I thought these robots were the entire inhabitants of the house.


It all seemed incomprehensible to me. I would go out in the kitchen garden with nail scissors and tweezers to cultivate the basilicum and origanum – but why? So Miami could put it in pans and cook it with other stuff. Then the waiters and footmen would load it all on enormous trays and take it all away. Later the empty dishes came back for washing.


When I finished my work, there was footman training. Nep, the head footman, would sit at the rough wooden table and make me serve him with plastic dishes and cutlery.


‘Look, take the damn soup plate from the left with your left hand – where’s your damn gloves? Put your damn gloves on and now, I nod, yes I want soup, you take the plate over to the counter there, pretend that’s the sideboard. There’s a tureen there, no don’t set the plate down, we ain’t got all damn day, three ladlefuls and keep your damn thumb out of it, bring it back and serve it from the left again – you’ll learn.’


I learned that wine was poured from the right, that Côtes Des Moines cannot be served with bisque, how to deal with broccoli-ball skewers and mustard pipes. What I never did learn was the point of it all. It never occurred to me that there was somewhere a real dining room with real humans dipping their real mustard pipes.


Then one evening there was an accident. Klep was bringing back a heavy platter of almost uneaten Possum Cheese when he slipped and skidded, ending up with his head in the grill.


Uncle Ras examined the melted head. ‘Useless! Someone’ll have to take his place, hurry up and get a fresh peruke too. He can wear the uniform.’


In a few minutes I was dressed in Klep’s pale blue brocade coat and breeches, white stockings, buckle shoes and fluorescent white peruke. I picked up a silver tureen and went through the green baize door for the first time.


I’d expected another rough wooden table, with a few silent robot servants sitting around it – as in rehearsal. The room itself would be colorless like our kitchen.


Instead there was life itself! Twenty ladies and gentlemen, each beautifully dressed and coifed, speaking and laughing with human joy! They sat at a table draped in heavy white damask embroidered with chains of fine pink rosebuds. The table sparkled with fanciful crystal bowls filled with real flowers, interspersed with silver candelabra shaped like swans. Damask napkins folded with origami intricacy into little birds and animals stood beside silver place cards. The china I had glimpsed before; it was modelled on that of Napoleon, edged with deep blue and gold and marked with the family coat-of-arms. The silverware had gold-chased handles showing a panda foot clutching the orb of commerce. I did not notice what food was on the plates, even when I put it there, for there was too much else to see.


The dullest people were the younger men, who stuck to plain black dinner jackets with the popular samurai shoulders. One wore thin gold bars as epaulettes, and another had braided his beard with small diamonds, however, and even this cheap ostentation delighted my naive eye. The older men showed more daring in their brilliant, costly jackets: I saw mink lapels on a jacket of diamondback rattlesnake, a neon tie with a wicker suit, magnesium alloy chain-mail, Harris tweed dicky with kid jacket. The women outshone the men easily. One had wrapped herself tightly in a sheet of gold cloth, her hair plated to match. Another wore only thousands of beads glued to her body while another affected a kind of venetian blind garment that was in turn outdone by a transparent gown somehow containing tropical fish – either alive or cleverly mimicked. Another dress had printed fabric whose pattern changed from time to time by electronic means. I was told later that it picked up radio news, analyzed it and attempted within its limited vocabulary to illustrate it: a sunken ship became a boating holiday scene; a train crash, a series of antique locomotives; assassination, a head of Caesar; war, duck-hunters; the end of the world, a fine sunset. Finally two of the women wore backless gowns to show intricate patterns of sun-tattoo. To make each color, the subject had to ingest a different chemical, then apply the appropriate mask and sunbathe. The final result was an elegant palimpsest: One back showed a roadmap of Ireland the other depicted the flaying of Valerian.


The conversation dazzled me no less, though I understood not a word of it:


‘Impossible squid!’


‘… feeling a sense of disaster, not sure if it’s me that’s feeling it or someone else.’


‘Climbing the tree of self?’


‘… you should have been there, or were you? Was I?’


‘Brusque skate!’


‘Yes, the most neurasthenic bride takes gum to the middle blood of a doctor’s dream, right?’


And all this time we’d been living in the shadow of such spangled divinity! From that moment on I determined to learn all I could about these people and all people. Next day I began to creep around the house, listening at doors and examining the clothes in closets, reading magazines from the library and sneaking looks at Uncle Ras’s video. But I found only that most of the human race lived impossibly bland lives, in which the worst things that could happen were bad breath, headache, foot odor or not being able to pay a bill, whatever that was, in a foreign currency, whatever that was. The best that happened was a whiter wash or fewer cavities or a new taste treat.


By contrast, our human family lived lives of such depth and brilliance, I can only compare them to diamonds which are dipped in acid and then flung into clean snow illuminated by a nuclear explosion at midnight. Such were the Culpeppers.


‘You must be very proud, Mr and Mrs Studebaker!’


‘Well uh sure we I guess—’


‘Could we have one more of you both standing in front of it? Well more to the side, and could you both face each other, that’s it, two patrons flanking – that’s right, and now Tik-Tok if you could just hold a brush and stand here, a little closer to the camera? Look up – great. Great. I guess we can wrap it up now, whenever Mr Weatherfield is –?’


Bewildered Duane and flustered Barbie and yapping Tige all felt like strangers in their own house, while all the men and women with cameras, ladders, lights, clipboards and tape measures seemed very much at home. A national Sunday color magazine was about to discover me, however, and that was worth any amount of flustering. The electronic camera team had been flown in from Spain (where they were making a micro-record of the Prado), and the commentary was to be written by the distinguished author and critic (Artful Living, etc.) Hornby Weatherfield.


Weatherfield seemed more at home than anyone. He was a huge, blue-jawed man with a broken nose and a wrestler’s thick neck, a man easily mistaken for a grip if not for the fact that his ugly frame was wrapped in some kind of toga, and that he carried a clear-eyed tabby cat under one arm. He stood now lost in thought before the mural, his spatulate fingers stroking the cat convulsively.


He turned to the Studebakers. ‘Like to have a private word with the artist. Have you got a pool?’


‘Of course,’ said Duane, still intimidated.


‘Good, we can sit by the pool. I always like to conduct interviews by pools, as in the old movies, eh?’


‘Movies?’


‘Where detectives always interview gangsters, eh?’


So we settled in chairs by the pool. Weatherfield stared into the water as if looking for a water lily or a Hockney swimmer. ‘Where’d you get a corny name like Tik-Tok?’


‘The Studebaker kids read Oz books a lot,’ I said. ‘Anyway all domestic robots have corny names. Rusty, Jingles, Mickey, One volt, Nickleby—’


‘I know, I know. Let’s skip over to—’


‘My past life? Well I first worked for a Southern family.’
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