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      10 years after: Spring

      

      I listen to the acid rain wash down the side of the windows without looking. They cover from the floor to the ceiling, and it’s tempting, with the view of the city streets below, but I fight the urge. It’s too much like looking into a tiger’s cage. Or maybe it’s like looking at a beautiful building long after it’s become a crumbling mess. The beauty of Arc Los Angeles, the dream city, reduced to it’s bare functions and bare streets. I think about the few robots with their strong alloy coating as they walk down the street while I sit at the table, holding my mug of tea, trying to wind down for bed, I breathe in the the wisps of smoke, ready to guzzle the stuff down.

      But first I need it to cool down.

      The lights have been turned down by Robert, his way of knowing what to do and when to do it. It’s one of the many little things he does to make me love him. One of the few things he doesn’t do is ask me if I do love him?

      As he walks in smiling, radiant, dressed down for bed in his shorts and nothing else, he nods at the mug. “It too hot?”

      “And bitter,” I say, wrinkling my nose.

      Robert laughs moving through the low light. His body is in great shape after all the years, his golden halo of hair still as lush as ever. I wonder behind those blue eyes if all his circuits are working. He stares at the couch, the far wall where the holoscreen, which functions but receives no new content, resides.

      The whole room screams emptiness with its lack of artwork and pictures. He is always on me to put some up. I fight him because all the pictures I have are of ghosts. Picking up the cup again I wince, rubbing my hands.

      “They’re hurting again, aren’t they?” The concern on his face is palpable, his brow furrowing. His thick jaw locks down in a small frown.

      “It’s okay Robert. The second the rain lets up I’ll go out and get my scrip filled.”

      “Or you could stay in and let the bots bring it. Honestly Sarah, they don’t mind,” he says, sliding into the chair next to me, scraping it across the floor as he puts an arm around me, gently. I think about the things I’ve seen him capable of doing with those arms and I wonder how he can stand to be so reserved around me.

      “No, it’s fine. I like getting the exercise. And it’ll be safe tomorrow since it’s raining tonight.”

      He frowns but decides not to put up a fight. “You want me to put down the blinds?”

      I think about saying yes and shake my head. As bad as it is, I like the night time when all the lights of the buildings come on, and for a second I think there are other people around me. As Robert leans in to comfort me, I try and listen for the motor’s hum.
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      The day after you can’t even tell it’s rained. The sweepers–cute little green guys with big heads and small bodies, rollers out in front of them–are cleaning the streets, giving a little chirp as you pass by. The buildings which are covered in NuGlass shimmer and change colors. They used to play advertisements until I asked Robert to get the AI to stop them. Watching young kids scarf down chocolate fish and break into a grin was too much.

      It was hard when I was in my forties. Now with my hair starting to go silver and the rest of me starting to wrinkle it hurts worse. Because even if I was never going to have my own, I thought there was going to be kids around. Playing. Laughing.

      Growing.

      I see more androids then I did at the beginning. I guess the bots think they should try and keep humanity going one way or another. I think it’s sweet in a way, though I’ve given a few talks, through the holoscreen about how they need to do better then us. How they need to stop before they plan on releasing viruses or building underground bunkers to prepare.

      Or worse.

      Finding out that they were given the unluckiest blessing of being left alone after all is said and done.

      I’m clutching my purse, an old habit, as I check my poncho. I’m pretty sure the rain isn’t going to come, but it can turn erratic like anything else, so I don’t chance it.

      The drugstore is in a large building which has a tube going all the way to our building anyway, just in case. As I cruise down the aisles I see how empty they are. When I get to the front I see Mako waiting for me, her dark hair cut at the jawline, her thin body perfect in the sunlight. My bag of groceries–the only groceries in the whole store–go from her hands into a thick recyclable bag.

      “Did you think of anything else you need, Ms. Sarah?”

      “Mako, I’ve told you a million times. It’s plain old Sarah.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’ll always be Ms. Sarah to me.” As I take the bag, her hands touch mine, giving them a good squeeze. “You’re the best part of the day,” she says, making me blush.

      Of course I am, I think. You’re programmed to think so. What happened if I had the courage to pull that programming out? What would you think of me then?

      I stand at the checkout, hesitating for a second, wondering if I’m going to say it out loud, when I see her thin eyes well up with a tear and I decide against it.

      I take the long way home, giving a small nod to each greeting from the street sweepers and imagining them as birds, while I stare at the sky.
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      11 years after: Summer

      

      The studying goes slow. I sit at the computer a good part of the day and try to make the code work, but I keep missing a tiny piece from here or there. I’ve tried a different multitude of things with my time, all the way from swimming to studying web design. Things which I know don’t involve people. It’s why I write so much. Because writing can be meant for the person putting down the words alone. It doesn’t have to be for anyone else. The problem is the arthritis. It feels like a cheat, getting it so young. I thought I had a few decades before it was going to happen.

      I think about dictating to a bot or an android, or maybe to a recorder, but somehow that also feels like cheating. As if I’m not keeping it locked up for my personal use, like I’m giving it over to the universe while giving it a voice.

      

      I had to stop after I wrote that last sentence. Having once made fun of all the silly hippy stuff, now I’m writing it. Wonder what Martin would say with his Grateful Dead t-shirts and his burning “incense”.

      Robert puts down his drawing pencil and pad, leans over and asks what I think is so funny. Again I see the hope in his eyes. He doesn’t read my thoughts. I’ve asked him not to read them and I know he won’t because–same as Mako–he can’t refuse.

      I wonder how much of their ability to do better then us, better than the organics, has to do with their inability to cross certain lines. Maybe it’s for the best to have laws which are unmovable, even if the creators of those laws are gone and the ability to carry them out is left in history.

      “I was thinking about the time we went to New Amsterdam a few years ago and you were so pissed at the clocktower being a minute off you climbed up there and changed it yourself,” I lie.

      “Yeah, the mayor wasn’t too happy about it, was he?”

      I narrow my eyes, leaning forward. “You knew he wasn’t going to do anything, didn’t you?”

      Robert gives a big grin. “It may have factored in to my decision making. You have to admit it was pretty funny watching his mustache go up and down, his face turning red.”

      “Stop it. It was mean.”

      Robert shrugs. Picking up his pencil he starts drawing again.

      And as I watch him, I decide to get back to programming.

      I have a lot of things to learn, and not much time to do it in.
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      An emergency message pings out over the holoscreen making me jump, the plates from dinner dropping out of my hands, shattering as they hit the floor.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” Robert says. I thought all of the AIs’ were connected. But I’ve asked him never to lie to me so I guess it’s not the case. A small man with distinguished silver hair and a nice suit comes on, sitting at a news desk in front of a boring grey set. “This just in. The weather department has created a breakthrough in reverse engineering acid rain. Experts project the last of the dangerous showers to stop two months from now. Right in time for fall. We’ll be back as more develops.” He ends it with a smile and the screen turns off.

      “He didn’t give his name,” I say.

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      Robert stares at the holoscreen, his hands in the pockets of his shorts. “I guess he was nervous. I know I am.”

      I’ve never heard Robert be nervous. I didn’t even know it was possible. “Why?”

      “Things are changing.” He turns to me with the blue in his eyes turning a little cloudy, as if he’s trying to hide a little bit of himself.

      “They’ve been changing for eleven years, Robert.”

      “Yeah, but now it’s changing back. The only difference is–” he says before cutting himself off. I see him lick his lips, wincing a little, staring at his feet.

      “The only difference is we’re not around to put in the last few pieces.” I move toward Robert and put my arms around him. It’s warm and he smells like fresh grass, which means he’s changed conditioners again.“In all the years we’ve been at each others sides I’ve never felt closer to you then right now.”

      “Why?” He says returning the hug.

      “Because now you know how I feel all the time.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Like I don’t know what’s going on.”

      I watch as a smile and frown fight for control on his face. The frown loses as I knew it would.

      Silently, I make a promise to study more programming, arthritis be damned.
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      13 years after: Fall

      

      It’s all ready. I’ve triple-checked the code and made sure it’s ready to function properly. At least one of us is.

      I try not to think about yesterday’s visit to the hospital with it’s cold waiting room and its slick, polished tile flooring. I try not to think about how sterile the whole place feels. The AI community has improved a lot of what humans left behind, but they can’t seem to fix the lack of connection felt in a place for the sick and dying. One of the few reality checks of mortality in the world, which tells even the bots and droids they aren’t going to live forever.

      The young lady, her arms clear with the wiring showing, her face covered in synth skin, was very kind and very forward. She didn’t beat around the bush which I appreciated.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Sarah,” she said to me while–to her credit–staring into my eyes. “You’ve got a year. Maybe less. Whatever immunity you had, it’s broken down.”

      I thanked her and turned down anything more then the standard regimen of containment medication. She promised to put a whole wing, a whole continent on the work. I turned her down. I know I’m spitting in the face of life, in the face of all the people who didn’t get to see all the tomorrows I have, but I’m ready to rest. I had two questions before I left.

      “Will it hurt?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you let me die before then?”

      She hesitated and I saw the tube which constituted her larynx tighten. “No, Ms. Sarah. I can’t.”

      “Thank you.” And before she was able to make a second go at trying to save my life, I was out the door.

      Pushing the meDoc’s prognosis out of the way I think about the best time to tell Robert. Both about the medical verdict and the program. I figured the sooner the better. He wasn’t to pry into my life–or the parts I kept from him–but he didn’t deserve to be left out in the cold 
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