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I stand in the doorway of Shirley’s
office. It is the only enclosed space on this, the top floor of the
incomplete three-story office building she is renting. Other than
its prefabricated aluminum walls, her office is as sparse as the
rest of the space. Money is an issue for her – she has not even
allowed herself the small luxury of carpet, so the concrete floor
unifies everything here. There are scattered incandescent lights
hanging at various points from the roof girders that are still
visible twenty feet up.

“You did such a great job.
The algorithms you gave Mary are perfect. I can’t tell the
difference between her and the real thing,” I say, continuing the
argument we have been having since she came back from lunch. “And
if I can’t tell the difference -”

“John, I think you’re
overestimating your ability to read people,” Shirley
says.

I can read you just fine.
You changed from casual to your business suit while you were out.
Even the heels you hate. You are meeting with investors.

“Regardless, I need you to
sever Mary’s connections and unseat her so I can install the next
version,” she says.

“What is wrong with her
this time?” I ask.

I would ask what’s wrong
with you, Shirley, but perfectionists are pretty easy to spot, even
for me.

“She just isn’t quite there
yet. This latest upgrade will get us that much closer to human,”
Shirley says.

As I said – a
perfectionist. And there is not even a pretense that this will be
the last time you decide on a fresh start.

“Now, I have some things to
take care of on my end, so leave me,” she says.

She turns her back to me as she
gathers papers into her black leather portfolio. For her, the
conversation is over. I don’t like it when she’s dismissive of me.
I remain in the doorway, thinking that my continued presence will
evoke a response, but she continues to ignore me.

“Is it something I can help
with?” I ask.

She snaps the portfolio closed and
walks toward the doorway as though I am not even there. What am I
going to do – block her exit? I step aside.

“No,” she says, finally
acknowledging my question, although she does not even bother
looking back over her shoulder as she walks to the elevator, those
heels clicking on the concrete floor with a staccato echo. “It’s
funding issues and such, and dealing with real people. We both know
that isn’t your forte.”

Or yours, you cold-hearted
-

This is not a productive train of
thought, because it has allowed her to enter the elevator, where
she is already pushing buttons.

“I’ll be back late this
afternoon See that the platform has been reformatted by the time I
return.”

And with that, the elevator doors are
closed.

Fine. Leave me to do your
dirty work.

I would have raised an
objection, but she wouldn’t have heard me on her elevator. She even has it coded
so that I can’t use it. I have no way to stop it and continue the
argument.

Shirley prefers it that way. It helps
keep her in control.

I look at Mary where she sits, inert
on her workbench in the middle of the floor, her eyes open but
unseeing. I would rather not remember her this way – she looks like
she’s dead already, instead of just asleep. Despite this, she’s a
thing of beauty, with her stainless steel chassis glinting under
the soft amber glow of the lights. I prefer the way she looks under
the incandescents – the fluorescent tubes that hang over the
workbench for when Shirley wants brighter light for her work are
too harsh; they make Mary seem less lifelike.

If she could just make that last,
mystical jump to human-like – that impossible destination that
Shirley can’t even seem to define, then all of her metal, ceramic
and rubber would be covered over with synthetic skin that would
look so much like mine that she would almost seem human, too. Then
we could take her as far across that uncanny valley as Shirley
dares to.

But no, Her Majesty has decreed that
her creation is not good enough to be allowed to live.

No point dragging this out,
John.

Mary’s program – no, her personality -
needs to be engaged in order to do a thorough trace and fully wipe
it from her platform’s neural network. I press the switches behind
each of her earlobes simultaneously and step back.

Her soft blue LED irises flutter to
life. Shirley tells me that I’m being inaccurate when I say that –
that Mary isn’t alive, just an electronic amalgam of inputs and
algorithms. But I know better. As her systems come back on line,
her ceramic eyelids close over those LEDs. She appears to be asleep
that way, far more natural than with them uncovered in that dead
stare.

She opens her eyelids, then cocks her
head to the left as she focuses on me. A smile widens the aperture
of her silicone lips, and her mellifluous voice thrums across the
space between us and into my waiting ears.

“Hello, John
Watson.”

There is an indefinable sensation – a
shiver that travels through every part of my being when she says my
name. This is a very unscientific reaction; if I were to mention
this to Shirley, I would hear no end of her mockery. So I keep this
to myself. I don’t even let Mary know, since Shirley’s ever-present
microphones would assuredly capture and report my words.

All I dare say to her is, “Hello,
Mary.”

Despite my restraint, I must have
transmitted more than just those words to her. This has happened
before, when I’ve let my feelings show, and at those moments I’ve
detected an almost imperceptible widening of her silicone lips, a
twinkle in her LEDs. But what I’ve revealed this time is not as
pleasant, and her smile diminishes.

“Why are you sad,
John?”

She reads me so well. How can Shirley
not see how empathetic Mary is compared to her earlier versions?
Mary reads body language subtext at least as well as I do, maybe
more so. It should count for something.

But I forget – this is
Shirley we are talking about. I sometimes wonder how human
she is.

“Is something wrong?” Mary
asks.

I want to tell her no, that everything
is fine, and then I can shut her down without her being the wiser.
Some would say that is the humane – the human – thing to do. But I
can’t lie to her; she deserves to know the truth.

“Shirley has decided to
make some more changes to your systems,” I say.

Her head tilts back to horizontal, so
her eyes are now even with mine.

“Why should that make you
sad? Aren’t we always striving to improve?” she asks.

“Yes, we are,” I
say.

There is such a thing as striving too
much.

“We’ve done this before. I
look forward to how the new algorithms will make me more pleasing,”
she says.

I do not see how she could ever be
more pleasing, but saying this will not help her to
understand.

“This will not be the same
as your other upgrades,” I say instead. “The changes are more
complex.”

“Won’t that make the
changes even better?” she asks.

“The capabilities may be,
yes. But to install them, your processors must be completely wiped,
and your neurals replaced.”

Her neck straightens. Her LEDs still
look in my direction, but she is focused elsewhere for a few
nanoseconds as she puzzles this out.

“You’re saying that my
memories will be disassembled from my consciousness. Does that mean
that Shirley has found a way to map and transfer them?” she
asks.

I delay, trying to think of another
way to tell her, but I cannot spare her from the truth.

“No. It will be a total
reboot and restart,” I say.

Mary pauses to process, this time for
something more pronounced than nanoseconds. I want to help her with
this, but I must let her think for herself. She studies the floor,
and her lips draw down in a frown.

“I don’t like this. Without
my memories, it will be as though I never existed,” she
says.

“Not precisely. Shirley has
her recordings, and all her documentation.”

“But I won’t exist as my
self,” she says. “I’m afraid. Is this really necessary?”

“I don’t think so, but
Shirley does.”

“Will you remember me?” she
asks.

“Of course,” I say. “How
could I ever forget you?”

A slight smile returns to her lips. I
know it is only there to reassure me.

“There will be another Mary
for you,” she says.

Shirley is very good at what she does,
but how could she recapture this magic?

“No. There will never be
another you,” I say.

“When I’m not here, what
will happen to me? Where will I go?”

“I don’t know,” I say. This
isn’t a good enough answer – not for Mary - so I add, “I have seen
no proof for it, but some people believe in an
afterlife.”

“What do you believe?” she
asks.

“It is possible that it
exists, and that you will go there. I think you’re human
enough.”

Her smile widens. Again, I know it is
only Mary’s way of trying to make it easier for me. She reaches
forward, and her fingers close gently on my hands. Despite her
attempt at calm, I detect a quivering that passes from her hands to
mine, although it may only be amplifying my own upset.

“Then maybe we will see
each other there,” she says.

“We can hope.”

“Yes, we can,” she
says.

She straightens her stainless steel
spine – this is what she does when she resets herself for some
challenge. She can be afraid and still move forward. I wish I could
be as good as she is.

“What do we do now?” she
asks.

We do not release each other’s hands.
I let my chest rise and fall a few
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