ROBERT REED

THE MYRTLE MAN

He had a pleasant face, in a reliable, unhandsonme way, and his warm brown eyes
and easy snile nade Any want to believe the best in him H s nane was Jacob
Tunmbul |, the crisp brown uniformand two I Ds proving that he cane fromthe
library deal ership. Gazing at the camera above the sealed front door, he said,
"You have nyrtle problens, as | understand it." He |lowered his passport, then
bri ghtened his snile. "Sonething about John WAayne riding into battle on a
fire-breathing dragon. Is that right, M. Taylor?"

"Ch," she exclained, "it's a lot nore than that."

Referring to the reader on his belt, he | aughed and said, "And sonething about
t he shape of the world, too."

"It's round," she blurted.
"Yes, ma'am | know. "

Amy said, "But ny son doesn't. Qur library taught himit's |like an apple. You
know, with holes at both ends."

"It's a conmon nyrtle, ma'am?"
"Can you help me?" Did she sound anxi ous? Vul nerable? O just crazy?

Crazy woul d be the worst, she believed. "I don't dare let himread or watch
anything. | nean, he's a boy. He doesn't understand --"

"Yes, ma'am"
"The library is lying to him"

"Ms. Taylor," he said, "I want to help. But first, | need to exam ne your
equi prent and determ ne the extent of your trouble.™

"*A purge and refill job.' That's what | was told to expect."

"Eventual ly, yes." He sighed, shrugging his shoulders. "But first | need to
check the hardware, then I'Il have to protect all the files that belong to you
and your family. A general purge would erase them?"

She said, "Fine."

She said, "l understand,” without neaning it. A long truck was parked at the
curb, and she focused on its license, jotting down the nunber because she
didn't

trust her library to record this critical detail. Then she touched a button
saying, "Cone in," as the door unsealed with a nenacing kl a-chunk

These were clever, nmalicious tines.

What if she'd just invited a thief into her honme?

Yet M. Turnbull didn't appear the least bit crimnal. Looking nowhere but at
her, his eyes showed not hing but a bl oodl ess, professional interest. And she



still couldn't relax, blurting out, "My husband's going to be home soon. Maybe
any mnute."

"Yes, ma'am"

"Do you need ne to show you the |ibrary?"

The face only hinted at anusenment. "It would help, yes."
Then from behind: "Mn®? W is it?"

Harry cane chargi ng out of the basenent. Her son was wearing shorts and an
unfl attering nesh shirt, and he was sweating, a |arge orange ball in his hands
and his breathing danp and fast. In a secret way, she was glad the library was
broken. Her son needed this exercise. She knew it as surely as she knew she
should do it too, but then again, he was young enough to change his ways. A

vi gorous gane in the playroomwas a good thing. Harry had inherited her

fat - hoardi ng genes, and that was just another thing to nake her lie awake in
fear.

"You're the nyrtle man," said Harry.
"I am" the invader confessed.

Amy nmotioned. "It's just upstairs.’
and | ooked over her shoul der

She took the first few stairs, then paused

"I"'mfollowing," the nyrtle man prom sed. "Lead on."

"So where's your cabl e?" asked Harry, something suspicious in the tone.
"You're

supposed to bring in a glass cable, and stuff."

"I will. My stuff's in nmy truck.”
Harry waited for an instant, then said, "I found the nyrtles."
"Did you?"

"Well, a bunch of them™
"So," the man asked, "what's the shape of the world?"

"Round," Harry replied, alnpbst growing. "That's what Mom says." Any hesitated
on the top stair, remaining silent.

"It is round. How can it be anything else ?" The nyrtle man | aughed, then
asked,

"What's your name?"

"Harry. Wat's yours?"

"Jacob. "

"It says Jacob on your shirt," Harry observed.
"Very astute."

"What's astute nean?" He shouted up at his nother, "Can | ook up 'a-stute'?"



She said, "No."
"Why not ?"

She entered the library, suddenly angry. "Because it's lying to us, Harry.
Didn't | tell you?"

Jacob seened oblivious of them WAlking into the little room he stopped and
turned in a slow, observant circle, saying, "OCh, this is a fine one. A
beauti f ul

old Universal, isn't it?"

She coul dn't say.
"A Universal 8. No, it's the 9."
"Is it?"

"Twenty years old, if it's a nanosecond." Jacob began to stroke the bindings
of

the fal se books, then pulled on one as if to test its falseness. No, it was
rooted in place. It and the others were canouflage for the machi nery set

wi t hin,

the sumtotal of human know edge-- every published word and painting video and
phot ograph, plus every recorded nusical and dramatic performance -- existed in
a

digital form literally at their fingertips.

As were the dammed nyrtles, too.

"The library cane with the house,"” said Any, as if to apol ogize for its age.
"W
t hought about buyi ng a new one --

"Don't," Jacob interrupted.
She hesitated.

Ginning, he said, "The new ones are smaller, and faster too. | know. " Anot her
stroke of the bindings. He had | ong hands, she noticed. Kind hands, perhaps.
i

you're worried about running | ow on capacity, buy Universal Add-Ons. Another
shel f or two woul d doubl e your space, and you'd keep this anbiance."

"Mom " said Harry, "what's anbi ance?"

There was a reader in one coner-- the nost unused reader in the house. Jacob
sat, adjusting the chair to fit his lanky frame. Then he activated the
library,

aski ng, "What was your first sign of trouble?"

Ay beat Harry to the answer. "The cowboy on the dragon."

Jacob | aughed in a gentle, knowi ng way. "You know, my grandfather |oved John
Wayne. He woul d have hated that nyrtle." On the view screen, in perfect color
but without sound, a one-eyed actor rode across a nountain neadow on the back
of

a gol den dragon. "If you ask nme, the best nyrtles are the subtle ones. The
ones

we don't suspect."



A "best" myrtle? She doubted there was such a thing, but she wanted to appear
interested. "Wat subtle ones?"

"Well, like with this cowboy. Back when the first libraries canme on the

mar ket ,

some of the actor's fans nanaged to insert a |lot of nbdest changes into them
Sone fans renoved his weight. Others nmade hi ml ook younger, nore idealized.

But

what really matters, and what's hardest to spot and renove, are the doctorings
that made hima better actor. Someone gave himnore feeling, a better sense of
timng. Things nore subtle than subtle, if you know what | mean."

Not particularly, no.

Jacob gl anced up at her, shrugging. "Nine out of ten libraries, if they
haven' t

been thoroughly denyrtled, carry the new and i nproved John Wayne. Peopl e who
wat ch don't know better, and why should they? W get better nmovies as a
consequence. "

On the screen, in vivid orange and red, the dragon spit up a ball of fire,
incinerating the bad nen and setting an entire nountainside abl aze.

"That's my favorite part," said Harry, with conviction
"Tell you what." Jacob wi nked at the boy. "I'Il save it for you. W'll nake a
speci al category and keep it, and you can watch it whenever you want."

"Great," the boy squealed, junping until his belly jiggled

"Honey," said his nother, "why don't we |leave M. Turnbull alone? He'll cal
us
when everything' s fixed."

"I don't want to go," Harry admitted. "Jacob? WIIl you save nme all the good
stuf f?"

Wth a m xture of charmand inviolable authority, the nyrtle man shook a
finger,

remar ki ng, "The best stuff is always saved, Harry. Wen you' re ol der you'l
see

what | mean.”

After a lot of complaining, Harry left them exiled to the basenment. But
despite

her own pledge to | eave the nyrtle man alone, Any lingered in the doorway,

wat ching himwork while telling herself that she wasn't suspicious or unfair.
Li braries were inportant appliances. She kept telling herself that it was tine
to | earn about the dammed things.

"Do you know where 'nyrtle' comes fronP"

She blinked her eyes several tinmes. "Pardon ne?"
"The term The concept." Jacob was squatting on padded knees, an

i nconmpr ehensi ble tool in one hand, a dusty conponent in the other. "Back in
ancient tinmes, even before this 9 was built, a top library designer gave a
speech about creative viruses and sophisticated forgeries. She |ikened themto
lies told by the software that conputers, gullible and possessing perfect



menories, would believe w thout hesitation. Wthout end." Wat was he sayi ng?
She wai ted, unsure what to think

"I'n the speech she told a story about her Aunt Myrtle-- have you heard it

ma' an? -- who would | eave her house lights burning all day and all night. And
why? Because when Myrtle was a little girl she was told that nost of the cost
of

any light cane when it was turned on. It only stood to reason that if you
never

turned the light off, you saved noney and energy in the long run. R ght?"

Ay could believe Myrtle's logic. But then again, she had no feel for
t echnol ogi cal questions, deciding just to nod and say, "l guess so."

"For a while," said Jacob, "we called themaunt myrtles."
"Who?"

"The untruths accepted by the libraries. But sonewhere along the line, the
"aunt' was dropped.”

Amy was a teenage girl when libraries became cheap enough to afford and yet
rare

enough to appeal to snobs. The attraction of the machi nes was genui ne enough
To

be able to say, "I own the sumtotal of human experience,” was al ways an

i mpressi ve statenent.

Jacob said, "They're called nyrtles, and nost of the human race knows what the
word nmeans. The fictions that our machi nes believe to be truths, and because
we

bel i eve our machi nes, we can be fooled, too. | nean, what choice do we have?"

She considered her nyrtles. The worst of them she believed, were a |lot nore
dangerous than |l eaving the lights burning all night. After a cleansing deep
breath, she confessed, "Harry has found other things, too."

"Kids do, ma'am"”

"There's not a planet on the other side of the sun, is there? One just like
Eart h?"

"No. No, there isnt."
"I knew that." She took another breath. "I nmean, Harry |oves science. | don't
know why, neither of his parents do. But he does, and | |et him study what he
wants, just so long as he finishes his tutor's assignments.” A pause. "He's
bei ng educated at hone."

"I know. Here's your Al." He patted the shell of an old dictionary. "It's a
popul ar nodel. Very strict."

"I't showed Harry a map of the solar system and there was this second earth
hi dden by the sun." She hesitated, reading sonething in the man's expression
"What's wrong?"

"That Al wouldn't be fooled by such a big nyrtle. Wen it accesses maps of the
solar system it accesses thousands of them ignoring the odd ones." He
paused,

giving a charmng little wink. "The boy found it on his own, | bet. Wile



expl oring."
"I see.”

"And you're probably asking: Wy find that one out of the nillions of
avai |l abl e

maps? Because these nyrtles are aggressive. The npbst aggressive ones spread
fastest and al ways put thensel ves where they can be noticed." An expansive
shrug. "why invent an el aborate nyrtle just to keep it a deep, deep secret?"

She coul d understand his rationale.
"On this other earth," asked Jacob, "are the people |eft-handed?"

"I think so. Yes."

"Ch, that's an enornous myrtle."
t hen

slipped theminto his shirt pocket. "You can access a history of that world,
build a globe of it, even find census figures and photographs taken from every
spot on its surface. In a lot of ways, frankly, it's a lovely place."

He bl ew the dust from several conponents,

"It doesn't exist," she conpl ai ned.
"Qutside a string of zeros and ones, no. You are right, nma' am"™

"Harry says that the dinosaurs killed thenselves with H bonbs. That's a
myrtle."”

"I hope so," said Jacob, grinning.

She watched as he opened a service port, then said, "I believe in hone
educations. "

"Many do."

A pause, then she asked, "Do you have chil dren?"

"Yeah. Two."

"Do you have a tutor for then"

"In part. But they go to public school in the afternoons. My ex-w fe and

deci ded that was best." He al nbst glanced at her, then used a tiny vacuum
cleaner to pull dust out of the port. "I guess it's for the social skills, and

to keep themout of ny ex's hair."

Amy didn't nention her feelings about public school, but she suspected they
showed on her face and in the winging of her hands.

"I could, if you want, purge and replace the science files."
She sai d not hi ng.

"But usually, particularly with an old Universal, there'll be a |ot of
nmyrtles.

Al kinds." He fastened a jewel ed device to the port, then rose and punched
conmmands into the reader's keyboard. "Every nanosecond of every day, you've
got

new i nformation arriving. New zeros and ones. There's always that chance in



somne
of them being nyrtles."

"I know, " she replied, in disgust.

Nurmbers, tiny and comnpacted, appeared on the full screen

Ay said, "W bought filters to keep themout. | don't renenber when. A couple
years ago, | think."

"Five years ago, | think." Jacob gave a wi se shrug. "I saw them m'am?"
"Well," she groaned, "aren't they working?"

"Honestly? They weren't the best skeptics available even five years ago." A
sl ow
sigh. "Average nodern skeptics would do better.”

That's right, they weren't called filters. She renenbered being rather

of f ended

by the idea of nechanical agents watching what entered their library, know ng
better than her what was genuine. And now she braced herself, ready for the
sales pitch, this man counting on her ignorance and fears to sell her the very
best at an inflated price.

Except Jacob made no such offer. Instead he asked, "Have you or your husband
noticed other nyrtles?"

Her husband? It took Any a nonent to remenber her fib about himcom ng hone at
any noment.

"Any other myrtles, ma' anP"

"Well," she began, "I like reading mysteries. Quite a lot, really. And |I've
been

noticing some that sound new, but their authors have been dead for years."
"They' re new books, probably."

"I thought so."

"It's true with a lot of authors. Big ones, little ones." Jacob paused,

st udyi ng

a stream of sensel ess nunbers. "Fans wite themand slip theminto the Net
traffic. Wth the right canmoufl age, a poor home library doesn't know better."

She sai d not hi ng.

"Or sonetines, fans inprove a classic. O at least try." He touched buttons,
fingers blurring. "What el se have you noticed?"

"Well," she said. And hesitated.

"Yes?"

"I like paintings. Landscapes, | put themon the big screens in ny favorite
roons --"

"Your living roomwalls are blank, | noticed."



"It was suppose to be a Mnet, and it |ooked like his style." She was sorry to
have begun this confession, but the weight of it was irresistible. "The

pai nting

was . . . it seened . . . pornographic.

"Ah!" he exclained. The long fingers tapped at the screen's glass, then he
turned to report, "This isn't a prime nunber. It only |ooks prine."

She couldn't count the digits beneath his hands.

"Something slipped it into math text. As a joke, probably." A joke?
"Als, ma'am They've' got their own sense of hunor."
t he

screen. "Als are a different kettle of guppies. In old tines, nyrtles were
human- made. But nowadays, with all these advanced prograns and their hardware
linked to the Net, with all this inmagination to burn. . . . Wll, a lot of
nmyrtles conme frombored Als."

He shrugged and bl anked

Amy felt an enornous, inprecise fear. In an effort to sound strong, she said,
"
don't like lies. In fact, | hate them"

"CGood for you."

She approached her library, fingers touching the plastic bindings that showed,
despite twenty years of existence, no trace of wear. The bindings were |ies,
she

supposed, but not w cked or ugly ones. She willed herself not to see the

i rony.

"This is a guess, but it looks as if you haven't had a purge in ten years."
Jacob reclained his jewel ed device. "If | may ask, how | ong have you and your
husband |ived here?"

"Seven years." The blanme wasn't all theirs.

Jacob punched nunbers into his own little reader, then with a steady

pr of essi onal voice inforned her, "I can do a conplete purge, then a
restandardi zation. If you wish. This is the cost, including |abor and parts,
and

taxes too. The total is on the bottom"

Amy couldn't read the nunbers. Stress nade themswi rl, and she had to squint
and

concentrate, even then needing to read themtw ce.

"I can do it today. If you want."

Had the nyrtle man said somet hi ng? She wasn't sure.

"I can do cheaper, stopgap work, but your library is begging for maintenance.
I"'msorry, ma'am"

She had failed, and not for the first time. If pressed, she would break down
now, confessing to a string of private failures.

"Ma'an? Are you all right?"

Al most without breath, she asked, "May | nmake a call?"



"Naturally."
"To ny husband, | nean."

Jacob touched her on the shoul der, very lightly, and with a voice both
synpat hetic and strong, he said, "Take your tinme, Ms. Taylor. I'Il wait, and
you

take all the tine you need."

The instant Any saw t he expected face, she launched into a harsh sumary of
her

nmor ni ng, | osing nonentum only when the face grinned, a soothing voice saying,
"Take it easy, little lady."

It wasn't Dan; it was his goddamm answering program
"I want to talk to him" she warned. "Now. This mnute."

The image -- tanned, rested, flattering -- gave a big grin before saying,
"He's
occupi ed just now, darling."

"Well," she replied, "tell himto pull his dick out and call ne. And |I nean
soon. "

The grin persisted, the inmage of a sunny apartment behind it, out of focus in
the stylish way that was now fashionable. "I'Il deliver your message, little
lady. Is there anything el se?"

She bl anked the screen, stood and froze in place. Wen it cane to her husband,
Amy had a sinmple role: He won't make me cry with his first shot. And she
managed

to remain dry-eyed and sober, opening her bedroom door and wal king to the
library, finding Jacob sitting at the reader, conspicuously doi ng not hi ng.

He gl anced at her face, eyes asking what he should do.

"You can start," she muttered, wondering how she | ooked to him Under stress,

no
doubt. Probably frail. A chubby, exhausted woman whose husband had abandoned
her

for wonen ten years her junior, all lean and well-rested. "What will you do?

Pul | your cable up fromyour truck?"

"Eventually. If you're willing, that is.
A nod. Brief, crisp.

"I'f you do change your nind," he offered, "we can downgrade ny work. If it's
soon enough. "

Jacob seened like a very nice man, she was thinking. Al nen, in sonme private
teflon-lined part of thenselves, were the nost decent people. It was a | esson
she couldn't learn often enough; and with a wave of her hand, she told him

" Do

what ever you need. Cl ean everything. Put in skeptics. | don't care.”

Harry hel ped the nyrtle man.



Despite his mother's wi shes, and her fears, the boy touched the fancy tools
and

kept very nuch underfoot, asking |large questions while he pretended to be the
assistant. Any wanted to work; she made extra noney fashioning clay pots by
hand; sone people were willing to pay for good craftwork. But she didn't want
to

| eave the two boys alone. Alert as a security canera, she watched Harry tug at
the plastic-coated cable, giggling at sonme private little joke. WAl king past
her, hummi ng as he played, he said, "W're going to enpty the library, More.
Cet

a bucket. A big, big bucket."

Everyone was | aughi ng.

Shaki ng her head, she said; "I know better," and closed the front door as far
as
possi bl e, the cable unwilling to dent.

Jacob said, "Ms. Taylor? | need to make sure what's yours."

O course. They went back upstairs, and she discovered that he had al ready
arranged the files between private and public real ns. What was public was
enornous -- the earth next to a grain of sand -- yet on the reader it seened
perfectly bal anced with her house records and Harry's accounts and the rest of
it. Jacob told Harry, "I put your cowboy on the dragon in here. It's with your
own digital designs.”

"What about the other stuff?"
"Tell me what you want."

Harry rattled on about the |eft-handed earth, the one he still partway
bel i eved

in despite his old nmother's denials. Wth an expertness that startled her, he
put up images of blue surf and bluer seagulls, describing this tropical beach
as

if he was its discoverer.

The reader enitted a quiet rmnusical tone.

"Dan calling. Line one."

Ay retreated, apparently unnoticed. Again in her bedroom the door closed and
her sitting on the bed, she put the call on the full screen, then snapped,
"You'll be getting a bill."

Dan | ooked tired, though certainly for different reasons than hers. Measuring
her at a gl ance, he decided to | ook perturbed and unfocused. "A bill for

what ?"

She told the story, in brief, then finished by asking, "D d you ever have the
library serviced?"

"I can't renmenber," he lied. "I thought | did."
"It gets fixed or your son goes to public school. Unless, of course, you want
to

enroll himat an acadeny."

"We can't afford that." Dan gave a weary sigh. "How nuch did you say?"



She repeated the figure, thinking too late of inflating it by some crue
per cent age.

"But did you shop around first?"

She said, "Yes."

"Pay hal f," he advised.

"You bastard."

"Ch, god. Are you going to fight me again?"

"For the rest of your life," she advised. "If you don't meet your obligations,
what can | do?"

"What |'msaying is that we both pay half . . . then we let the | awers decide
if I owe nmore. OCkay?"

The | awers were usel ess. They squabbl ed worse than she and Dan coul d nanage,
bei ng highly trained professionals.

"How s Harry?"
"Why don't you ask hinP"

There was that hesitation, instantaneous but unmi stakable, that told her this
wasn't a good tine. But he said, "All right," because good fathers always want
to talk to their sons. "I mean, if he's there and not too busy."

"Not at all." She blanked the screen, then called up one of their private,
protected files. Two nonths ago, as a birthday gift, Amy took Harry to a
portrait studio where they nmade el aborate digitals of himnoving and speaki ng,
aski ng hi mendl ess questions in the process. Around that information they
bui I t

a conputer simulation of him It was much nore sophisticated than an answering
program These sinmulations were fads in the past--probably years ago, Any
realized -- but she had assumed it would serve as a reliable friend for Harry.
Wasn't it said that twins were never alone? Except he didn't use it often or
for

| ong, which nmeant that his mrror inmage was never quite up to date on his
life.

Yet his father didn't seemto notice.

She had Dan talking to the simulation, a couple mnutes passing and no hint of
enl i ght enment or anger.

Slinking out of the bedroom she felt a m xture of poisonous glee and calm
fury.

What kind of father could be fooled by a fal se son? she asked herself. And
what

ki nd of woman happily marries such a blind, stupid pig?

The library had been purged, untainted know edge was flowing into the newy
nmade
enpti ness.

Amy wat ched for a while, then said, "I was wondering," w thout know ng quite



what she wanted. "Could | possibly, when you aren't too busy . . . could | see
that truck of yours?" A pause, then she added, "lI'msure it's fascinating."

Jacob and Harry were kneeling beside a control panel, the boy unconsciously
m m cking the man's posture. It was Harry who brightened, telling her, "I can
t ake you, Mom "

That wasn't what she wanted, but she renmmined silent.

Jacob read her expression, at least in part. Wth a paternal pat on the

shoul der, he said, "Do me a favor, Harry? Watch everything." He spoke as if he
had tol d hundreds of boys these words. "Watch but don't touch, and I'lIl be
back

ina few mnutes."

Harry groaned.
Laughi ng Jacob informed him "You'll live."

Any led the way until they were outdoors, then they wal ked together, cool air
and a high gray sky causing her to cross her arns agai nst her chest. Wy was
she

nervous? It took her a monment to renmenber why. Jacob |eapt into the truck's
open

back end, then offered his hand, the strong forearm making her fly for an

i nstant .

A modern, comercial-grade library halfway filled the truck.

She had expected a humm ng sound, sone sense of machinery hard at work; but

t he

| oudest sound besi des her own quick breathing was a mld, dry
click-click-click

that came from nowhere and neant not hing. The machi nery was a wonder of

ef ficiency and conpression, Plastic panels encased the countless circuits, and
Ay touched the panels, feeling a very slight heat that m ght have been her
own

heat reflected back at her. She gave a weak cough, then sighed, grow ng aware
of

Jacob' s gaze. She forced herself to say, "Very nice."

"' Bveryt hing we know, everything we are.'" He chuckl ed, adding "As of seven
o' clock this norning."

She coul dn't speak

"Certified," he told her, fingering sonme kind of glass tag. "The Bureau of
Libraries its own self guarantees our purity."”

Wth a dry mouth, shy said, "You know all about this."

"I guess," he allowed, humility and confidence in bal ance.

"And you know about nyrtles.'
them don't you?"

She glanced at him "You know a great deal about

"More than sone know. "

"Can you make mnyrtl es?"



"Anyone can."

"Good ones, | mean. Ones that get past the skeptics.” Ones that are noticed,

she
t hought .

The brown eyes were capabl e of shrewdness. "For what purpose?"

"For money," she blurted. Then, as if to make it nore clear, "For ne. Because
I'"d like to hire you."

"To do what, nma' anf?"

"I"mseparated fromny husband." Her arns tried to cross on her chest, |acked
the strength and fell at her sides. "He isn't coming here soon. | just said
that." A pause. "I didn't know you before."

"Ah," said the nyrtle man.

"If we can agree on terns, |1'd like you to --
"Excuse nme. Ma' an? Do you know me now?"
Forget it, she thought, turning to | eave.
"What kind of nmyrtle do you want ?"

She hesitated, then turned again. "Sonething to make ny husband | ook

ridicul ous.

| was thinking, | don't know. . . we could put himinside a filthy digital
|'ve seen the honenade ones --"

"Who hasn't?"

"Coul d you? I mean, what would you charge?"

"To enmbarrass him you nean.
revenge."

Jacob al nost smiled. "You' re angry, and you want

She i magi ned her husband fucking a goat. In clear detail, she saw him behind a
bi g shaggy angora, fighting it, trying to screw it while the goat tw sted and
bl eat ed and ki cked.

Jacob said, "I won't."

He said, "Technically, it's a crime. Not very enforceable, but this is ny

car eer

and ny life. | could lose ny license. And frankly, | don't know your husband.
I

have no opinion about him If | did this just for noney, it would take nore
nmoney than | think you could find. Ma'am™

He hated her, she believed. Suddenly nothing else mattered. He saw a bitter
i neffectual woman -- true enough -- and she wanted to run or scream anything
but stand by passively while this working class technician spoke to her.

Yet that's what she did, hearing the words and the steady click-clicks between
t hem

"I never finished ny story," he said.



He said, "About the origins of the word 'nyrtle.""
She nade her eyes lift, focusing on the unhandsonme, sniling face.

"It was invented by that old-tiner, remenber? But what | didn't tell is that a
few years later, after the word had passed into everyday usage, a reporter got
the very good idea of finding its origins. Not a difficult trick, if you have
a

good librarian Al. Nobody had such a thing in his day, but he did trace the
wor d

to a published account of the speech, then to the speaker herself. She was
willing to take credit for nyrtles, but when he asked about dear Aunt Mrtle,
she got quiet.

"1 can't find her,' the reporter confessed. 'She isn't a close relative, is
she? How about distant? O was she just a famly friend?"

Ay found herself listening, concentrating on each word.
"Finally the wonan said, 'Ch, | never had an Aunt Myrtle."'"
"No?" said Any.

"'1 just invented her. | used that story as an exanple, and the nane seened
appropriate.'" Jacob paused, smiling with delight. "Do you see? Myrtle was a
little white lie told for an uni nportant speech, and she had no way of know ng
what woul d happen to her fictional aunt."

Ay | eaned against the warmwall of plastic, not touched in any profound way
but

wi shing she could be. In a voice nore anmused than anythi ng, she said, "Aunt
Mrtle is a myrtle. Is that what you're telling ne?"

A raki sh wi nk and nod.

"I guess | am" said Jacob, offering a hand to help her clinb down again.
"There
you go, ma'am"

He ate lunch with Harry and her. The work was finished by three, nost of the
aft ernoon spent checking his work and installing top-grade skeptics. By then
Any

had enough confidence -- in himand in herself -- to invite Jacob back for

di nner. As nmuch as anything it was because of Harry's affection for the man;
and

Harry overheard the offer, bursting into the library and squealing "Pl ease
cone,

pl ease! "

The nyrtle man had another job waiting but he graciously prom sed to swi ng
past,
though it mght be late.

True to his word, he was late by two hours, full of stories about his client
who

had wanted to find certain lost files. They were conedi ans, though | ater
replaying themin her mnd, Any couldn't discover why they had seened funny,
attributing their joy to the spirited teller



Jacob left before ten, praising the reheated di nner as he excused hinself. He
woul dn't return; Amy was certain. Drifting into Harry's room she bl anked the
reader, nine authentic planets vanishing to black. Then she went to her room
cl osing the door and undressing |ying on her covers, using her right hand with
an expertness, eyes closed, an imgi hary man who coul d have been Jacob
hoveri ng

over her.

Two days later, when Harry was visiting his father, the nyrtle man reappeared.
He wore jeans, not the uniform He apol ogi zed for com ng on a Saturday and for
every inconveni ence, but he wanted to know if her library worked as pron sed.
When she said that it was fine, he said, "Good." Then he gave the air above
her

head a shy gl ance, asking "Wuld you like to go out to dinner? My treat."

He drove her to a small restaurant near her hone, a tiny place that she hadn't
noticed in all the years of driving past it. The food was fair, the conpany
engagi ng. Afterwards, Any invited himinside, then with a certain nervous
courage to her bedroom and Jacob stayed through Sunday eveni ng the ready
change

of clothes in his car seeming |like good fortune, nothing nore.

The sex was pl easant. Jacob had quirky tastes and an intensity, yet he could
appear renote and self-involved in the nost intimate nonents. He seened
appreci ative of her body, conplimenting her features wi thout forcing his

wor ds.

If she wasn't satiated, at least it was a pleasure to have reentered the

carefree world of adults. Alot of tiny fears began to vanish -- Harry's
wei ght
seened | ess ominous -- and the big fears had softer edges and prom sing. gaps.

She found herself [ooking forward to the weekends and the confidence they
brought, and her newfound strength would carry her through a week, and
soneti mes

| onger.

Jacob had to miss sone weekends. Once a nmonth he could visit his children, and
since they were on the other side of the state, Any could understand his
absence, always w shing hima good trip.

Sonetimes he visited on weekday evenings, Harry always thrilled to see the

myrtle man. Still dressed in the brown uniformwi th the nanetag, Jacob would
sit

at the kitchen table, entertaining his audience with stories of work, of
nyrtles

seen and clients left satisfied.
Despite her nature, Any |earned about libraries.

Jacob tinkered with hers, sonetimes into the norning hours, Harry hel ping as

| ong as exuberance and his mother would allow. "I |love these old 9s," Jacob
decl ared, clucking his tongue in a happy way. "It's like working on a classic
car." Spare, second-hand conponents were added, speeding the library's recal

and sormehow conpressing its files, and he upgraded the readers, their inmages
brilliant and sharp. "More real than real life," he boasted. "Don't you agree,

Any?"

Partly because of her boyfriend s encouragenent, but nostly because she was
tired of feeling stupid, Amy decided to nmaster one of the nore sophisticated
digital design progranms. "An imagination," Jacob called it. Wth it, she built
a



city beside a foggy sea, mapping every street, every building, then giving
each

citizen a recogni zabl e face; and when Harry was at his father's, she and Jacob
woul d sit naked before the |iving roomreader, watching her newborn people
renove each other's clothes, then make | ove w thout shame or taboos.

Ay did eventually fashion digitals of her husband, then dropped theminto a
variety of Hells. It was a therapeutic exercise, or it was juvenile; either
way,

the i mages of suffering becane tiresome, then painful, and she erased all of
themin a noment of contentnent.

Once, nostly at Any's insistence, she and Harry went to visit Jacob at his

m nuscul e apartnment. The nei ghborhood was poor. H's two roons were dirty
despite

some hurried attenpts to nake them presentable. Pity and revul sion in bal ance,
she entertained the idea of asking Jacob to live with them They had dated for
six months; didn't it seemlike time? But then she found herself hesitating
gazing at the ol d-fashioned stove, cooking pots set on cooking pots and | ayers
of dust on every flat surface.

Sl oppi ness shoul dn't keep her from of fering Jacob her honme. But the
hesi tati ons
persi st ed.

Wal king to the car, flanked by the two boys, Any tried to force herself to
bring

up living together. But then Harry was asking howit was to share a library
with

all the other apartnments -- the building had an old second-hand library in the
baserment -- and Jacob told him "It works fine. |I just have to remenber to
protect everything personal. That's all."

It was then, with those words, Any realized that he had a private life, or
lives, and she knew little about him H's apartnment was a census address,
little

nore, and where did Jacob sl eep when he wasn't with her?

A col d spi ke of netal was in her belly.

Jacob and Harry kept wal king, one telling the other, "As soon as | can, |'m
going to becone a nyrtle man."

Maybe Jacob sensed the change in her

More likely it was a mutual change, both of them aware of their distance and
neither willing to nention it.

He arrived every weekend for a nonth, as if proving his devotion, but then
m ssed two weekends in a row, sone vague fanmily trouble taking himout of

t own.

Ay called his apartment anyway, |eaving a string of well-practiced and
unenot i onal messages. She saw hi m next on Tuesday, very late and w t hout
war ni ng. Jacob didn't nention the nmessages or his travels. He told her that
she

| ooked | ovely, then thanked her too many tinmes for a dinner of leftovers. He
was

getting ready to break up with her, she believed, which made her nore sad than
she expected. Yet they went to bed as usual, making |ove, then resting then
maki ng | ove agai n.



Now we' || break up, she decided.

Except they didn't. At least they didn't in any famliar way. Wth a thick
sl ow

voi ce, he told her, "Here's sonething funny about myrtles."

"What's funny?"

He rose up on his el bow, saying "They're true."

"What do you nean?"

A long, long stare, then he explained. "I read this once in a physics text.
Whenever a particle noves, like an electron . . . well, it noves in every
possi bl e direction. At |least they think so."

So what ? she thought.

"Each time it noves," he said, "the universe divides in all directions.
Everything that's possible is going to happen." A |ong pause. "Renenber that

| eft-handed earth? It exists somewhere, and not as zeros and ones. A nmllion
mllion of those earths are scattered across Creation."” A deep sigh. "Now
isn't

t hat a wondrous thought ?"

Amy was nore puzzled than enthrall ed.

"Lives," said the nyrtle man, "divide when they' re given the chance."

"Maybe so," was the best she could offer; and eventually, after she was fast
asl eep, Jacob rose and dressed, then visited the old library before slipping
away.

Harry di scovered the nyrtle sone weeks | ater

By then both of them had finished grieving over Jacob's disappearance, at

| east

outwardly. Any didn't call himanynore. She didn't |ike I ooking at his

pr oj ect ed

i keness -- a honely nman, wasn't he? -- and she decided that an expl anation
wasn't necessary. She progressed to where she could be al one and content,
steeling herself to the prospects of never having another man in her life. And
t he boy seened back to normal, if sonewhat nore quiet than before. Hi s tutor

cl aimed he was studying hard; his father didn't nention odd noods or

behavi or s.

Then one evening he cane to Any, saying, "He's still here." Harry spoke with a
m xture of matter-of-factness and happi ness, adding, "I can see himand us,
too."

She went to | ook. On the screen in her son's roomwas the nmirror inmage of her
son playing in a roomjust like this one, save for tiny details. Harry showed
her how to change their viewpoint. Wen she said, "It's just your birthday
present," he took her to the other rooms in the fantasy house, the |ikeness of
her kissing the honely |ikeness of Jacob down in the living room beneath a
proj ect ed Monet.

Bet ween ki sses, they spoke, voices ordinary and the words as forgettable as
rea
life.



Harry was sent to bed, forbidden to do what Amy couldn't stop doing, watching
figures of noving light, a rising sense of horror meking her sob and groan
al oud.

The nyrtle people made | ove, then began nani ng nanes.
"Yvonne, " said the wonman.
"How about Jennifer?" said the man.

"I like Patricia," said the woman, giving her belly a meaningful squeeze. "M
grandmot her's named Patricia."

It was. But how woul d Jacob know?

"We'l |l nane her after your grandnother,"
ki ssi ng

her until the instant Any bl anked the dammed screen

said the man, engulfing her and

"It's not a nyrtle," the technician told her. "A true nyrtle has to be sent
around the Net. This one doesn't go anywhere."

"I didn't nmake it."
"I know. Your old boyfriend did."

Ay | ooked at the woman standi ng before her. A gray uniformin place of a

br own

one, and the different sex. Qtherw se she was the sane as Jacob when he first
arrived, an object of suspicion coping with a frazzled and ignorant client.
"Can

you get rid of it?"

"I can get rid of anything" was the terse reply.

What shoul d she do? Her silly pots weren't selling and her investnent incones
were flat, and she sure as hell couldn't call Dan and beg for noney now. Not
for

this. Not if the library needed another purge --

"But you know, you could get rid of it yourself. | don't even need to be
here.”

Ay strai ghtened. "Pardon nme?"

The technician pointed to fake brown books on a high shelf. "They're add-ohs.
Good ones. Your boyfriend nust have installed them Their entire capacity is
bei ng spent maintaining that simulation, and three different Als are doing
not hi ng but browsing in your files, getting ideas for stories." An

appreci ative

nod, then she asked, "Did you have your library serviced sonetinme recently?"
"Not that recently.”

The technician nanmed the dealer. "Was it?"

"l think so."

"So you know M. Turnbull, do you?"



Amy willed herself to say nothing, to do nothing.

Yet the technician read her face, laughing hard and telling her, "I thought
t he
work | ooked familiar."

"Il sue," Any whispered.

"Sue who? You had a personal relationship with the man, and you | et hi mwork
in

here. Am1| fight?" Not waiting for a reply, she said, "Jacob does this to a
| ot

of ladies, dear."

She didn't care if she was the only victim "I can get rid of it nyself. You
said that?"

"Wth a crowbar, if you want. Just unplug your connections up there and give a
little jerk." Then she | aughed, saying, "Alittle jerk for the big jerk. Isn't
t hat perfect, dear?"

Ay sai d not hi ng.

"Yeah, he charnms them Beds them Then | eaves themw th sone pretend little
worl d." An angry sigh, then she added, "Maybe that's to make anends. Wo
knows?"

"He said he has an ex-wife and two children."”
"Maybe. But | haven't heard about them"

Gazing up at the brown nonbooks, she thought: | can take you down any tinme |
want .

Then the woman touched a shoulder, waiting for Amy's eyes to find hers. "O if
you |l ook at it another way, the jerk's got fifty ex-w ves and nmaybe a hundred
or

nore kids. | bet that's the way he sees it."

"l bet so."

She didn't renmove the fantasy that day, or the next. For several weeks, Any
went

to bed planning to do the chore in the norning, and each norning them was an
excuse that presented itself, making it seemas if sone voice was asking for a
stay of execution. She had an upturn in orders for her pots, an elderly wonan
wanting to decorate her home with recreations of certain Indian pottery. Then
cane a sudden inexplicable interest in the fantasy she had built with Jacob's
hel p, those people in their coastal city having waited too long in stasis.
Wth

money fromthe pots, she bought Als to help her spin details and biographies.
Zeros and ones, she began to realize, were nore malleable than any wet clay.

Because she knew so much about di sappoi ntment and unhappi ness, Any nade the
city

joyful; and after nonths of work and growi ng expertise, she decided to rel ease
her project into the Net, its identity incorporated into every willing
library,

its streets and hones ready to wel come all visitors.



Wth each use -- by law -- Any received a nodest sum

She wasn't making any fortunes, but there was breathing roomeven when Dan's
support payments failed to arrive

Jacob's nyrtle -- she always thought of it as a nyrtle-- remained in her
library. Harry was outlawed fromwatching it. So was Amy, in theory, though
there were exceptions on weak days, and strong ones. The false Any had a
daughter, then twin sons. The fal se Jacob acted too saintly to be real, but
t he

false Harry lost his weight and grew up to resenble neither of his parents,
whi ch was surprisingly accurate.

She didn't destroy the nyrtle.

Not contenpl ative by nature, Any was slow to understand why. But eventually,
after she was remarried and preparing to nove away, the answer occurred to her
wi t hout warni ng. She thought of Jacob and his odd story about electrons in
nmotion, dividing the universe infinite tinmes. If that was true, then she had
saved something that didn't need saving. It existed. A troubling notion, it
caused her to sit in the library and stare at the bindings; and after careful
t hought and sone hardwon inspiration, she realized that lives, infinite or
not,

needed to be lived as if they would have no other chance in Creation.

It was as close to profound as she ever managed, and partly because of that
i nsight, she took the ol d-fashi oned add-ons and Als with her each time she
nmoved. She didn't |look at their contents. Really, she thought, those lives
weren't any of her business.

Let themlive as they wanted; that was her policy.
Any lived as she wanted, and when she wasn't happy, at |east she was confi dent

t hat happi ness woul d cone again. It always did. Wait |ong enough, she was
| earni ng, and everything al ways canme to your door again.



