"What do you renemnber ?"

"Everything."

"No. The sharp-edged things that press at the surface of your mnd."
Eyes closed. "My first rejuvenation.”

"Tel | me.

"It was like getting in bed with Stalin," she said. "It was |ike w nning the
lottery."

"How so?" My airscreens tried to explain Stalin and lotteries to nme, but |

bl i nked t hem away. Rule One: Do not rush in. Learn by context. Learn the
totality of the person. Until the stars are ready to becone constellations and
the nanes ripe to fall fromthe sky.

"Because it was new," she said. "Nobody could afford it. Back then, Oversight

pi cked. And they put their finger on ne. Still don't know why. | was Beat
before there was Beat. | got clubbed in Vietnam protests. The Oversi ght
Overseeing series was not exactly conplimentary. | think it was perfectly

random They needed sonmething for their new Art Purity thing, and ny name cane
up. So now |I'mhere. And ny friends are dead."

"Are you angry about that?"

"I'"'mangry about everything."

"That's not an answer."

A sigh. "No."

"You said it was like sleeping with Stalin."

A long, indecipherable glance. Mna Best still |ooked reasonably young, l|ike a
wel | -preserved fifty-year-old who had never made her first trip to the tanks.

But her eyes were cool and unreadable, as if someone had drawn a veil before
her soul.

"You never |ived under Oversight."
"No. "

"Look it up on your little screens. Stalin. Put a smling face on him That's
Oversight. But if he was offering to make you young again, no strings
attached, wouldn't you take it?"

| smiled nonconmittally. Blinked up sone random facts about her life on the
airscreens. She was an artist, they said. A painter

| looked at one of the flat, unnmoving pictures that hung in her great white
cube of a house. Bright teal splashes energing froma dark bl ack-purple
background. It had a crude and unfinished feel to it. | could see where the
bristles of her brush had actually left their inprint in the paint. | could
see the weave of the canvas underneath in places. It was strange |ooking at a
pi ece of art that didn't nove or change. It just sat there. |nperturbable.



Al nost a chal | enge

She saw the direction of nmy gaze. "I know what you're thinking," she said.
"But yes, there's a market for it. There's always a narket for one-of-a-kind
t hi ngs."

Anot her | esson. Personal truth is a fantasy, always enbellished. Challenge to
find the ultimate truth. "I woul d have thought that nanoreplication could
recreate an exact copy."

A snort. "Nanorep doesn't come with a video record and signed bond show ng
that this was made with nmy own hands."

"So the value is not fromthe tactile quality?"

"No. It's because | can't nmake another one, no matter how hard I try."
"I imagine there would be those who woul d be happy with a copy."”

A sigh. "You don't understand art."

Keep it rolling. "Wat else do you remenber?"

"I remenber ny nother.’
and waited.

This one a deep frown. Very readable. | kept silent

"Single mom" she said. "Not by choice. Dad was killed by a defective rifle in
Basic a couple of years after | was born. 1936. Before Pearl Harbor. Before we
even knew we were at war."

Grainy i mges flashed on the airsceens. | watched ships burning in slow bl ack
and white, and the weight of her age hit me. She'd been born in an era when
things were in black and white because that was all they could do. That was
the imt of their tech. It wasn't art. It wasn't intentional. It was just the
way things were. My stomach | urched and ski dded.

One hundred sixty-three years old, | thought. | can't do this.

But she was still talking. "Momgot lucky. Started a drugstore in the San
Fernando Val |l ey. Everyone thought she was crazy. Too far out from LA And
during the war, we alnost did starve. | renmenber hiding fromthe bank guys in
our little apartment above the store, lights out, barely breathing. But when
the war was over and they started building . . . there was a Best Drugs on

every major street in the valley by the '50s. My nmom had becone a busi nessnan.
Chasing the noney. Maybe that's why | started painting. Because it wasn't

busi ness. It was beautiful and useless. She hated it."

M na | aughed, a harsh ratcheting sound. "Momwas out sleeping with the city
council and the president of Western Bank," she said. "I was sleeping with a
shitty gallery owner on Third Street to get ny work shown."

"Are you angry about that?"

"It's too | ong ago."

"I thought you were angry about everything."

"I am"

"What el se do you remenber ?"



"Everything!" she said, standing up and pacing the room Little nmotes of dust

swirled in her wake, picked up fromthe old-tinme dead carpet, illuni nated by
t he skylights above. "That's the problem I1t's a bag of mush! Everyt hing.
Not hi ng! It just keeps getting nore and nore buried! | don't even remenber
your name!"

"Gllam" | said. "G IIlam Anderson."

"Gllam" she said, as if trying to carve it into the wall of her mnd. "New
nane. | should renmenber that. That was one of the things | used to be able to
do. Renenber nanes."

Time to be honest. "I don't knowif I can help," | said.

"Why not ?" | nmredi ate. Al nost desperate. A look of pleading. "You' re an Editor
Edit ne!"

"You're nmy first," | said.
M na stopped pacing. Looked at me. And in that nonent, | could see her seeing
my twenty-four years for the first tine. | could al nost hear the churn of her

mnd as it wangled with this new knowl edge. She sat on the edge of the couch
and | ooked nme in the eye. "You're scared," she said.

"Mbst cases are only eighty to a hundred years old," | said. "In their first
light mindclutter. | don't . . . | don't know why Clariti sent nme. | would

t hi nk they woul d have sent someone nore experienced in pruning the tree of the
m nd." Though actually | did know. Jill Ayanam . That |ast enpathy class, the
dar kened room and the small frightened child. She'd pulled nme aside and told
me that ny one great failing was my brutal honesty. In her own brutally honest
way, in this newy reconstituted, brutally honest world, she told ne that |
could achieve anything | wanted -- except for that one fatal flaw This was
her. Pushing ne. Testing nme. But why?

From M na, that same intense |look. If she were younger, it m ght have been
desire. In her, it was untransl atable. "Experience is overrated."

"I could Edit out your ability to paint."
Anot her | augh, |ong and hard. "So?"

"There's no way to undo an Edit. What's done is done."

That brought a soft smile. "Then we are both artists,"” she said.

"M na, you may be one of the oldest people in the world,"” | said. Seventh, ny
airscreens reported. | shivered.

"G

"So you don't want nme. You want soneone who has done this before."
"Someone whose experience steers themdirectly over a cliff."
My airscreens explained the netaphor. "No."

"I want sonmeone who can | ook at me and see nme, not case #736 of day #4560 of
his career.”



And that was true. There were Editors like that. There were Editors for whom
t he dance of another mind had become just another piece of feral adware,
flickering unseen at the corner of their airscreens.

| can do that, | thought. | could see Mna as an individual

Grainy black and white i mages rushed back at nme. The rough cries of war from
some anci ent magnetic soundtrack. Al the unfam liar terms. Drug stores.
Lotteries. Stalin. Galleries. There was so nuch to understand!

| swallowed. | can try, anyway.

"What do you renenber?" | asked again.

"I've told you."

"No, not enough."

"Are you going to Edit nme?"

"Tell me what you remenber.”

She told nme things about times | couldn't pretend to understand.

| was late for the Viewing. | had to wait half an hour for an autorunner to be
free enough to take nme up the disintegrating tw sty roads to her house, far
above Ml i bu.

She lived in a featurel ess white cube, all unapol ogetic ni nety-degree angles
and hard corners, a dreamof the future that had expired before Gehry and
Ovit. She'd told me about it before:

"I't was sonething | always wanted," she'd said. "I used to drive past this
house late at night in ny convertible. It'd be all it up against the sky, and
I'"d think, 'That's it, that's what | need. A big beautiful sinple seanless
pal ette that would be the perfect counterpoint to ny work.' Pretentious, |
know. But | had to have it. And eventually, | was doing well enough when the
mar ket was doi ng poorly enough, and | was able to have it."

She opened the door before | knocked.

"You're late," she said.

I'mscared, | knew that neant.

| pushed back the instinctive response and hung ny head. Rule Two: There is
nothing nore terrifying than opening one's nmind to another. Reassurance is
your reciprocal sacrifice. Always do your utnmpst to put them at ease.

"I called,” I said

"I don't have time for messages!"”

"I"'msorry."

She shook her head. "Cone in."

She expected to be awed by ny equipnment. |'ve been told that they do. Some of

them remenber a tinme when conputing still meant racks of equipnent and fans
whirring away the heat of a hundred or a thousand primtive processors. \Wen |



put the two tiny dots on her tenples and the one snmall disk on her neck, she
said, "ls that all?"

"Yes. It will take thema while to connect."

She nodded. | didn't tell her about the nanoneter-sized tendrils that were
threading their way through her brain. Sonething even | didn't fully
understand, didn't think nuch about. | didn't even wear a headwire, and this
was so rmuch nore than that. Just another small-tech thing, remaking us into
somet hing that we thought we wanted to be.

"What about you?" she said.

"I"mequi pped,” | said, pointing at the tiny dots of ny airscreens, buried
near the corners of nmy eyes. "I'll be going inmrersive for the View ng, so
won't see or hear anything other than your mnd."

" Hear ?"

"The structure of your mind is translated to visuals and sound that can be
percei ved and shaped."

"Li ke Arcadi a? A virtual world?"

"No, not really."

"What does it |ook |ike?"

| closed my eyes. How woul d you describe the Sistine Chapel to a Neanderthal ?

"It's as if you can see all the stars in the universe," | said. "And they are
singi ng. "

"It sounds beautiful."

"It's indescribable,” | said. And | had seen only the simulations, and a few
tiny mnds that they allowed us in training.

She cocked her head to one side, as if hearing sonmething. "My head feels
funny," she said.

"It will for atime,” | said. Billions of tendrils, burrow ng deeper

"How | ong?"

"Perhaps twenty minutes.”

| expected her to ask nore about the mnd-visuals, but she was still sitting
still and straight on the couch, her hands in fists. Still nervous. She
probably hadn't even heard ne.

M na got up and stood in front of one of her paintings, one of the brighter
ones with splashes of orange and mauve. It could al nost have been a face
energi ng fromsonme surrealistic jungle.

"I don't know anythi ng about you," she said.

"What do you nean?"

She shook her head, still l[ooking at the painting. "Wat do you think about



thi s?" she asked, stepping aside so | could viewthe entire piece. It was

typi cal of her work, dark and broodi ng, al nost abstract, wi th splashes of
bright color fighting to energe. Textures of matte and gl oss suggested
uncharted depths. My airscreens fed me information on the painting, its title,
when it was done, but | ignored them

"It looks like a face energing froma jungle."
"No. Enotion. Wiat does it nmake you feel ?"

"l don't know.

"No! First reaction! Tell ne what you first thought when you saw it!"

"I was . Looking deep into it, seeing the expression of desperate
exhaustion on the face, the shadowy outlines in the depths. "Fear," | said
finally. "I was scared."

"Good. Why?"

"Because they're being chased. And they're burning."

" Hm "

"Am | right?"

"There is no right and wong. Your parents sheltered you, didn't they?"

"No, not really.

"Yes, they did."

"No!" | said, standing up. "They were raised in VR They wanted me to see the
world."
"Did you?"

"I didn't spend ny tine in VR "

"That's not an answer."

Anger, hot and dry like a furnace wind. "They didn't have rmuch money," | said.
"They couldn't trade on reputation. W didn't go many places. But everywhere

we went was real."

A nod. Sil ence.

"I"ve probably wal ked all of Southern California," | said. "I've been pl aces
in Los Angeles that you're still not supposed to go. But every time | went
out, they'd warn ne. They'd tell ne to be careful, it was dangerous. | could

fall and cut nyself and get an infection. A feral gang coul d seduce ne. |
m ght find an old cache of sone awful biostuff. A hundred nonsters hid just
around the corner."

"They did a good job on you."

"I wasn't allowed to use VR "

"Areally good job."



"When | finally saw sone old horror linears, | couldn't sleep."
"I'"'mnot surprised.”

"For days."

"They do that."

"Your paintings remnd me of them"

A sad smile. "My life has not been sinple. O easy."

I remenbered sonme of the things she'd told ne. 1'd tried to dive into her
history after our first neeting, and to put it all in context. But there was
so much of it! | could spend the next year |earning about Wrld War 1. And

the Beat novenment. CGivil Rights. Vietnamprotests. The AIDS era. Com ng of the
Internet. Oversight and the i ndependent comunities. Econom c collapse and
Reconstitution. And her work, reflecting all of that, reflecting all those
years. |'d avoided history as nuch as possible in school. It was a distant
drunmbeat that meant nothing to ne.

But now here it was. Alive. Breathing. And | had to make sense out of it.

I took in a shuddering breath. "I don't know . "

She held up a hand. "I'm going to nake coffee. Wuld you like a cup?"

"Tea?"

"Sorry, no."

| shook ny head. She disappeared into another part of the house. | could hear

a muted rustling as she noved about. Eventually the smell of coffee began to
drift into the room and | winkled ny nose. Just another exanple of the chasm
t hat separated us.

My Iife seened so snmall, so meaningless. Even swinming in an inmersion tank
like ny parents seenmed a nore exotic upbringing. At |east they could say they
were two of the last of their kind. They'd net in VR and had been married
before they'd even cone out of the tanks. They were born full-formed into the
world. | could imagine themblinking in the harsh light of day for the first
time. | had inmagined it many tinmes. But | was part of the new old wave. 1'd
spent nost of ny time at home with ny nother and father. The ancient
prototype. Nuclear fanmly. Created by a chance conbi nati on of genes with none
of the trickery of the geneticists. | was a blank slate. Mna would be
better-served by soneone with her |evel of experience. Someone who coul d
understand at | east a portion of her grand life.

Yes, but nobody her age worked at Clariti. Nobody her age becane an Editor
How could | do it? How could |I take the chance? The npbst daring thing | had
done to date was being inducted into Clariti. And what a perfect excuse that
was. My parents |loved that | was hel ping people, real people with rea

problems. And | loved to dive into the depths of their mnds. The ultimte VR

When she cane back into the room green icons flashed in the corner of ny
ai rscreens. Her connection was conpl ete.

"W're ready," | said.



"Can |1 ?" she asked, raising the coffee cup
"I't won't affect the Viewing."

Wit

"\Why 2"

"What' s your nane agai n?"

"G |l am Anderson."

She gave ne a too-big smle. "Anderson. That's right. Norrmal nane."

"That's right," | said.

She nodded and sipped. | toggled into i nrersive node and fell out of the
wor | d.

My Cod.

Her m nd, spread before ne.

Howl i ng |i ke a thousand synmphoni es. Not constellations, but star-clusters,
burning in bright colors, visible and invisible, infrared and ultraviol et and
radi oactive. Bright and dense, like the deadly center of the galaxy. G een
stars bl azed fromyellow nist that was al nbst as bright as the stars

t hensel ves. Red and purple and white mxed in a haze of snow.

Every star a nmenory. Every cluster an inportant node of being.

Their noi se was an atonal rage. There was no purity, no thread of frequency or
nmel ody or beat. Nothing to guide me. A million synthesized instrunments set on
random

Every note an inprint. Every frequency a channel worn deep in the m nd

The Goal: Cut the fog. Reduce the mist. Sharpen the contrast. Tighten the
t hreads of being. The words of Clariti came back to ne.

But the fog was thick. The m st was made of stars. There were too many
i ndi vi dual points.

In extrene cases, pruning of dark nmenories nmay be necessary.

| fought the urge to laugh. There were no dark nmenories here. They all burned
bright with extreme inportance. \Wich ones to prune?

| looked up at the universe of her mind. Had | actually told her it |ooked
like the stars at night? Even if every city light were extingui shed, even if

t he atnosphere were stripped away, even if our eyes were nade a thousand times
nore sensitive, we could not see a universe this grand. This was beyond
neasure.

How can | shape this?

| picked one of the greatest clusters, shining yellowin the menmory of defeat.
Toggl ed the interViewer on. Activated Insight. And dove into

Sepi a-toned cl apboard house. No. That was the color. Inside yell owwhite,



stai ned from snoking. Her nother hiding behind a spindly antique table. A man,
l unging at her. Low view. Through bars. In jail?

No, a crib, Insight supplied. That is her nother. That is her father

| don't understand. She doesn't renenber this.

She was an infant.

Why does it burn so brightly?

Because it has shaped her. It is connected.

I followed the connection. Something fromour century. | recognized the
Oversight pins on the old-style suits. A dinner. A view of a thousand tiny
faces, | ooking up at her. Overlay of feral hunger. Applause. A feeling of
giddiness, as if released frombonds. A feeling of seeing bars com ng together
around her.

Rej uvenation, Insight told ne.

Zoom out. Into another point.

Standing in front of a blank canvas, brush in hand. The paint has congeal ed on
t he brush. She is crying.

Qut. In.

Running froma man in a slippery dark alley.

Qut. In.

Shouting at her nmother in an ol d-fashioned store.

Qut .

No. None of these are connected! It's all confused!

There is an underlying pattern, |nsight said.

Show ne, then!

That is beyond my capabilities. It is for you to perceive.

Qut farther. The universe of her mnd, howing at ne. The pressure of its
light and sound driving me away.

Qut .

Farther. The col ors becane a single sheet of whiteness.
| can't do thisl!

Qut! Qut! Qut!

| struggled up out of full inmersion

M na was sitting there, still looking at me with an expression of faint
curiosity. How |l ong had | been i mrersed? Not |ong, surely.



"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Not hing," | said, standing up. | had to hold onto the chair to steady nyself.
"You're ill."

"No. "

"Is it me?"

| struggl ed towards the door

"No," | said.

| didn't care if the autorunner was there or not. | would walk down the hills
into Los Angel es nyself, just like the old days.

"What's wrong?"

| reached the door. Opened it. Stepped through. "Nothing," | said.
| tried to stop the tears all the way down the hill. | couldn't.
At Clariti, one of the First Lessons was being taught. | stopped at a railing

and | ooked out over the inductees. Poonam was teaching that night, a tiny thin
rail of a woman. She spoke softly so that a hush would fall over the room the
students hardly daring to breathe |l est they niss her words. Their airscreens
and enhancenents had been stripped fromthem their headw res scranbl ed, and

t hey sat naked and unconnected and al one. They would go up to their tiny
cubicles that evening and struggle with menory, trying to piece together what
she had said.

a mnd today is a cooperative effort," she was saying. "Sorting the

| ayers of age and experience is a task far beyond what we had ever i nmagi ned.
W drift by 80. W becone indecisive at 100. We're cross-purposed and

m ndl ocked by 120. And we do not yet know the end of rejuvenation.

"You will help shape a nmind into sonething that is clear, focused, and
precise, while retaining all the depth and wi sdom of age. You will cut through
the fog and nist and create things of great beauty. You will be all owed access

to the nost intimate of places.
| remenbered when | had sat there nyself anong twenty-three other inductees.
Three of us had dropped out the next day. Seventeen nore had fallen away over
t he course of the next year.

"G llamrenenbers his past," said a voice behind nme. Jill.

| turned. She was wearing the grey coveralls of an inductee herself. To rem nd
her that she was still a work in progress, | remenbered. Her eyes were intense
and unfocused, as unreadable as Mna's had been. And in that fanmiliar |ook,
suddenly reali zed:

"You're as old as she is."

She | aughed. "No. I'moff by a couple of decades."

"You' ve been Edited."

"I"'mthe ultimte success story," she said softly.



"What does that nean?"

She gestured around at Clariti's halls. "How could | have created all this
wi t hout bei ng Edited?"

"l don't understand."

"Yes, you do."

| shook ny head. | knew about the early days of Editing. | knew about
self-Edits and auto-Edits and the drooling introverted failures they had
created. | knew that Clariti was one of the first orders of Editors, and that
their ideas had been wi dely copied.

"I can't doit," | told her

"Mna can't paint, you know. "

"l guessed as nuch."

A funny sidew se glance. "You would." She powered up her airscreens and nodded
to me. "Recognize this?"

An i mage had appeared in nmy peripherals. | blinked it to life. Song of the

Bl ades. Yes, of course. The first Expression Synthesis art. It jaggled at ne,
haunting all ny channels. A distant nmenmory from sone art class online, Mbona
Lisa and television and Imrersa and ES and all that. ES was the first big
thing of this century, way back in the '20s.

"But that's not hers."

"Somet hi ng she di d under a pseudonym and abandoned. "
"Mna did this?"

"That is not all she did."

Anot her image, very sinmlar to what | had seen in her hone. Terrible splashes
of anber and yell ow on a brown background, like a nob running fromthe nouth
of hell. "Detail in Abstraction. 1970s. ES was not her first novenent."

| toggled nmy airscreens for a quick search of Mna Best and all her
pseudonynous art. The small repertoire of her work swelled, connections
form ng between them.

| i ke the connections between the constellations of her mnd

When | had it include her entire portfolio based on inferred style, the links
grew even nore. Mna was at the center of at |east three major art novenents,
one in this century and two before.

A great weight seened to fall on nme. What if | had done the Editing? What if |
had destroyed her m nd? She might live for centuries. Hers was a soul that
could resonate down the strings of tinel My stomach cl enched.

"Why didn't she take the credit?" | asked, but even before | had finished the
qguestion | knew the answer. Because she was not about success. She was the
anti-success. She could not see herself as a success.



Oversi ght had not chosen her at random It was not winning the lottery.
Jill said nothing. A faint smle.

"How can you know soneone who doesn't tell the truth?"

Jill shrugged. "That in itself is knowing them"

"I't's not enough!"

Anot her thin snmile. "Only you woul d believe that. Everyone el se woul d ask her
a few questions and charge in."

"That's not what Cariti teaches!"”

"It's the reality." Jill came closer to me. "Qur First Rule and Second Rul e
are what we want to be. But we're human. W can never know the totality of
someone. It may not even be in their best interest to know themthat
intimately."

Jill came even closer and touched my face, lightly, alnost like a |over.
"Sometines | think you're the only one who believes the Rules. VWich is why I
chose you to Edit Mna."

"I can't do it!"

"You can."

| shook ny head and backed away from her touch. "G ve ne sonething easy," |
said. "Like the sinulations. Send soneone el se out to Mna. | can't do this.
Not now. Maybe not ever."

She | ooked at me, unreadable again. "It is your one great failing," she said.
| turned and fled down the hallway, eager for the confort of ny tiny and

wi ndow ess room

Days.

| put nyself back on the roster of available Editors.

Becane weeks.

Waiting, waiting. Sitting in the ness hall over a cooling bow of soup, trying
to understand sone tiny part of the world Mna had lived in.

| could imagi ne the menory of M na Best shrinking in my own mental universe,
still burning bright orange-yellow, but fading. Beconing just another point of
light in just another constellation.

Jill expected me to go back.

Eventually, | went to her office. Like every other part of Cariti's converted
Westside office building, it was earthquake-gooped and still sonmewhat

| opsided. Unlike many of the roons, it had a single small w ndow | ooki ng

i nl and, over the |oops and whorls that rose to the east. Jill was | ooking out
the wi ndow when | cane in, and pretended not to notice ne.



"Have you sent anyone el se to her?"

"Who?" she said, not turning. | imagined her w de-eyed, innocent.
"M na Best."

"Why shoul d you care?"

"Because | do."

Jill finally turned. "Last time | heard, fear was not an other-centered
enotion.”

"Have you sent anyone el se?"

"Way should | tell you?"

"Dammit, Jill!"

A pause. That inpenetrable | ook. "No."

"I'f I could work up to it," I said. "If | could start with sinpler cases, |ike
the sinulations . "

"No. "
"Why not ?"

"Because they're a single brush stroke. She's an entire painting. To use an
obvi ous netaphor. "

"That's the problem™

A frown. "You can't master literature by studying a single letter."

"I can't do this!"

Pause. Anot her | ook.

"Fine," she said. "Viewall you want. But you can't Edit."

There was another catch. Jill was with ne whenever | went to View The first
was a young-again man, newy out of rejuve, who wanted a nind to nore closely
match the youth of his body. Jill had assigned the Editing to German Esparza,
and German and Jill and | were crammed into the small wal k-in room

We all went into full inmmersion at the same tine.

A beautiful tiny universe, with polite and discrete points of |ight.

I looked at it for thirty seconds and knew exactly what to do. A ninor

dem sting, tightening of the bonds between sone of the yell ow and orange
stars, sort and order into ascending constellations. Sinple. Easy. | didn't
even have to know the man. He fell into too many of the standard types I'd
seen in sinulation.

Wien we cane out, | tried to tell themwhat |'d do.

"Stop," Jill said. "No suggestions. No Editing, no input at all. Let German do



it."

| watched silently as German rmuddl ed his way through a half-effective Editing.
| saw so many ways to increase the contrast and tighten the bonds, but Jil
was watching me intently. There was nothing | could do.

"You see?" she said softly, when it was all over
"That was just one case."
A smile. "You think so?"

Second case was another man, an unreconstructed busi nessman who was | osing his
edge in making sharp deals. Too much rem ni scence, too nmany sidetracks.

Anot her sinple universe. Al Drive. No wi sdom Sharply suppressed defeat
gradi ents. A hardening of the enpathic response. It would be an easy,
five-minute Edit. German nade it a two-hour-long ordeal, even when listening
to his Insight.

Jill just | ooked at ne. | didn't nmeet her gaze.

By the fifth Viewing, | thought Jill was setting ne up with the nost
simplistic cases. But they were all so different on the outside! Actor

Busi nessman. Housewi fe. Studi o executive. Interactive artist. They all shone
with their own uni que beauty, but compared to M na they were al nost austere.

By the tenth, | knew Jill wasn't setting ne up

I found a Mna Best retrospective in a small gallery in San Diego. Hred an
aut orunner nyself fromny small store of cash and stepped into another world.
At first, the paintings were dull and inpenetrable, dark unnoving things that
snelled of oil and dust. The gallery was small and hot. The clientele shuffled
around ne, nouthing phrases that | could never pretend to understand, wearing
strange tight clothes and seeming to cluster together in groups that excluded
me every way | turned. The paintings becane darker and nore disturbing, and
want ed nothing nore than to | eave. But | made nyself go through the exhibit
agai n.

Back to the beginning, closest to the sunlight that filtered in fromthe
front.

The painting had changed.

Not in any physical way. But where dark stick figures had cavorted agai nst
unnatural green flames before, a background oasis presented itself, cal mand
cool and perfect.

The title, Refreshment, suddenly nmade sense.

| stopped, open-nouthed, willing the earlier terrible scene to reappear. But
no matter how | focused, no matter how | squinted, it remained out of reach

The gallery owner (or greeter, | didn't know) noticed. She slid up next to ne
and said, "You see it, don't you?"

| didn't even ook at her. "Yes," | said. "Yes."

"The promise in the mddle of chaos. That's the center of all Best's work."



| darted a | ook at the second painting. Yes.
| stepped around to the third. Yes yes.

| turned to see the wonman snmiling at me. "So fewreally see," she said. "They
talk and talk, but they don't see."” And suddenly | was standing in the Iight
with this perfect beautiful woman, and all the dark-clad patrons were the
outcasts. In another day and tine, | would have asked her out for a cup of
tea, just to admre her bright green eyes and slimform | felt buoyant and
unbel i evably alive.

"I do," | said, "l see.”

Back at Cariti, | imersed nmyself in Mna Best's work. Because it was her
work that mattered. Not just what she lived through. By the tine | found the
photo of Mna and Jill dancing together, | wasn't surprised. | had seen that

face half a dozen tinmes, smiling at nme fromthe secret depths of Mna Best's
canvases.

And by the tine that Jill summoned ne back to her office, | knew what she was
going to ask. | even thought I knew why she was going to ask it.

The next day was foggy. The nmist pressed in close on Mna's stark white house,
softening its harsh edges. | shivered in the danp as | stepped out of the

aut orunner and made ny way up the steps.

Once again, she opened the door before I had a chance to knock

"You' re back," she said.

"Yes," | said. "Renenber my nane?"

"G || am Ander son. "

"Ah. Yes."

"Way didn't you tell ne that you and Jill were friends?"
"I. Um"

"Did Jill send ne here on purpose?"

" Now?"

"No, originally."

M na swal | owed. Held up a hand. Mtioned ne in and made ne sit.

"Jill and | have a very conplex history," she said, sitting opposite ne.
"I"ve seen her. In your work."

"We've had times when | hoped that the universe would stop and the nonent
woul d I ast forever. And there were times when | wanted to rip the flesh from

her bones."

"And you didn't think to tell me this? You didn't renmemenber?"



M na shrugged. A lopsided smile. Silence.
"Why woul d she send nme to you?"

The smile grew. "Consider her fame if a fresh student of hers was able to save
the career of one of the oldest artists in the world."

"But . . ."

M na held up a hand. "And consider how convenient it would be if that sane
student ended ny suffering in a nost final way."

| shook ny head. "She doesn't care?"
"No. "
"What about me?"

A shrug. An el oquent shrug. One that said, It doesn't matter. You'll never
understand. Not for another hundred years or so anyway. Not until so many
experi ences have piled upon each other, layered into a sedinmentary sandw ch,
har dened and changed under pressure into sonething different, sonething
terrible. On one hand, you bask in Cariti's fanme for a short tinme. On the
other, you're a failure, but that's okay, because you're young. You can start
agai n.

To bal ance on a knife-edge . . . suddenly | knew the nmeaning of the old

expression, a nmeaning that no anount of airscreen graphics could ever

conmmuni cat e.

"I won't doit."

"That's your choice."

"You don't care?"

"Yes. Very much so. | would like to have the focus to paint again. | would

like to be able to renenber what | did the day before, w thout confusing it

with a day fromforty years past. O a hundred years past. But you' ve becone .
real for ne."

"What's ny nane?"

"G || am Ander son. "

| sighed. Looked down at the floor. Up at the alien paintings, brooding on the
stark white walls. "Can | do it?"

"l don't know "
"Then why would you let ne try?"

"Because it's better than the alternative," Mna said softly.

Bal anci ng. Kni fe-edge. Not a vector of healing. Not even a weapon of
destruction. Less than that. | saw the universe of the m nd folding up before
me, darkening, fading away.

"No," | said finally. "I can't."



M na nodded, not |ooking at me. "I understand," she said. "I expected you to
say that. But can | show you one thing, before you go?"

n \N]at ?II
"Just a painting."
| smled. "You can al ways show me that."

She led me to a roomin the back of the house where a huge transl ucent
skylight spilled the cold grey light of the day on a worktable and a curious
wood frane that was covered with a cloth (easel, ny airscreens supplied). The
room smell ed of oils and strange and conpl ex organi c nol ecul es. The workt abl e
was cluttered with col ored powders. A boomerang-shaped piece of wood (pal ette)
was heaped and sneared with dried paint.

Once again, | was overwhel ned by the distance that separated us. This was
where she created her art. The totality of it. Just a few rude pignments, wood
and cloth. No interpretation processors or nedi ati on engi nes. No nanot endri

m nd-di rect connections. None of the tricks of Virtuality, of Arcadia. Not
even any of the relatively crude techniques that enhanced the inpact of the
linears. Paint. Brush. Canvas.

She let me look for a time, seem ngly bemused. | could al nost imagine a
connection between us at that nmoment, l|ike she could understand, at the core
of her being, what | was feeling.

"I think you may recognize this," she said, and pulled the cloth away.
My Cod.

Her mi nd, spread out on the canvas. By necessity sinpler, flatter, the points
| arger and coarser. But the black held depths, and the depths hid even nore

detail, fickle and hard to discern. She'd used gloss and matte, reflection and
shadow i n ways that | would never have inmagi ned possible. It was beautiful. It
was enchanting. | could fall into its depths.

"How . . . ?" was all | could say.

"There are other Editing firms besides Cariti."

"You . . . oh, no, you didn't Edit yourself "
"No. Only Viewed."

| looked fromher to the painting. Back again. Then sonething about the
pai nting caught ny attention and | focused back on it.

She had Edited the painting.

Colors were subtly sharper. G oups were nore intimately |inked. The background
noi se and hash were reduced, the areas that had becone conplete static cleared
away. | stared deep into the work, not believing what | was seeing. She had

put her own suggestions into her work!

But . . . that was too close a tie between defeat and triunph. | pointed that
out, touching the great rough canvas and snearing sone of the still-wet paint.

"I't's OK, " she said.



"And this is too great a reduction in the intensity of desire," | said,
poi nting at another area.

She nodded.
"This could be self-reinforcing,” | said, pointing at a | oop

"Yes," she said.

| could do this. | could rmake this work.

"Are you ready?" | asked her

"Yes," she said softly. The expression behind the veil of her eyes m ght have
been j oy.

W went back to the other room | planted the receptors again, and dived into

t he how i ng chaos of her m nd.

Lessons canme back to ne. On the scales of personality, you will take care not
to alter the tilt. Balance is not balance. Personality is unbalanced. It is
the artful unbal ancing that is key.

| cleared through the nmists first. A sinple contrast enhancement. A bit of
work with the interViewer and Insight, a small sanpling of nenories to ensure
t hat not hing i nmportant was di nmed.

The rest of the suns shone even nore brightly against the dark vel vet of her
mnd. A Dbillion pieces of junk jewelry, thrown down on aci d-etched darkness.
Wth the contrast enhancenent, the how of her nmind had taken on a nore pure
tone, a tone that could al nrost have been the deep harmonics of Drive.

Color. Green of Drive. Blue of nodesty. Sprinkled with the yellows of defeat.
The whites of triunmph were dimand widely scattered. But it was not Mna to
appreci ate her triunphs. This was not a spectrum anal ysis. This was not

cur ve-shapi ng.

Hard work with the interViewer. The di m nmenories shone brighter than the

bri ghtest of ten average people. Picking and choosing the ones to suppress
depended on proximty to main menmory-clusters and what each of the nmenories
actually was. | sorted through a hundred, two hundred, three hundred, puzzling
over the blurred i mages of an inconprehensible past, relying nore on instinct
than on anal ysis.

The clusters shone even brighter, nmore distinct against the darkening
background. Good. Good. New ones appeared, previously hidden in the haze of
past nenories. Invisible |linkages became visible. A great yellow thread wove

t hrough her mind, like the sweeping spiral armof a galaxy. | sanpled a nenory
fromnear its begi nning.

Mna and Jill. Dance floor. The blurred vision of alcoholic haze. The
overwhel m ng thrum of bass. Everything sweat and skin and novenent, the higher
| evel s di sconnected fromthe base mnind

Thi s appears to be incoherent, Insight said. Deletable.

But | saw the look in Mna's eyes.

No, | told it.
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A sanmpling from anot her nenory al ong the channel. The red rage, overlaying
broken nails and the snmell of blood. Terrible harnonics that stretched up and
down the audible spectrum Ripples that affected a thousand ot her nenories.
One to isolate and delink, but preserve.

A hundred other nenories |like that along the channel. | worked with each, not
altering its overall spectrumor thickness, but seeking sone di sconnect from
Drive. Drive was closely linked with her art, even though her art did not

exi st in any one cluster or any group of nenories. It was the light-pressure
of the entire universe, the tone and beat of the whole synphony. And Drive
couldn't be about just her, or any other person

How do you know? | asked nyself. That's nothing that Cariti taught you.
Perhaps dariti does not knowit all, | thought.

And turned back to the grueling process of Editing.

When | cane back up, the house was dark. Night had fallen, and the lights were
not smart enough to turn on by thenselves. My nmouth was dry, and my head
pounded. | felt weak and dizzy.

"Lights?" | croaked. Nothing.

"M na?" | said. Again nothing. She was not even a charcoal outline in the

dar kness. Just a feeling of warnth in front of ne, the al nost sublimna

know edge that there was another human body in the room

| stunbled over furniture |ooking for a nmechanical switch. | found it near the
front door and snapped it on. Warmyellow |light flooded the entryway, spilling
into the living area. It put Mna's face in sharp relief. Her eyes were open
and bright. Her cheeks were wet with tears.

"M na?" | asked, rushing over and kneeling in front of her

She didn't look at me. Didn't nove. Didn't respond.

Sudden vi sions of the worst nightmares fromthe early days of Editing cane
clawi ng up through nmy mind. The drooling idiots. The negal omani acs. The

one-di mensi onal fools.

No, no, nol!

"M na, please," | said, my breath catching in ny throat.

Her eyes stuttered to life. She | ooked at ne.

Real |y | ooked at ne.

And for the first time, | could see what she was thinking, as if her eyes were
of the clearest glass. It was wonder. It was joy. She was overwhel ned by
simply sitting in her home, |ooking at the vague outlines in the dark. \Wen
the I'ight had expl oded onto the scene, it had been anot her new experience,

al nost indescribable in its beauty.

"Gllam" she said

"I thought . . . | was worried.



"I don't think I'lIl forget your nane again."

| laughed. "I'mnot worried about that."

"I am" She | ooked around the house, as if seeing it for the first tine.
"Do you know where you are?" | asked. "Did | renmove too nuch?"

She | aughed. "lI'min no danger from Al zheiner's," she said. My airscreens
di screetly explai ned what she neant. "I feel wonderful."

"Do you think you can paint?"

"Gve me a big enough canvas," she said. "I'll paint the world."

WAs she too positive? Had | tilted the scale of her personality?

No. You woul d be giddy, too. | thought. Consider the before and after

Before. After. The painting.

| stood up and went back to her studio, wi thout even asking. | heard her
paddi ng al ong behind ne. | could al nost inmagi ne her bemused grin as |
scrabbled for the light-switch and turned it on

The painting had changed.

It had lost its depth. Wiere there were once infinite depths, flat splotches
of color lay on a charcoal -gray muddl e. Shades that had | eapt off the canvas
had faded and dulled. The nodes and clusters were inaccurate sketches, not
even approxi mations. There was no way a painting could represent the

conplexity of even a sinple mnd.

"It was different," | said. "The painting . . . it had nore detail. You
painted in the Edits. Wat happened?"

M na snmiled. "You saw what you wanted to see.”

"No," | said. It wasn't possible. It couldn't change that nmuch. It couldn't.
She' d switched the painting on ne.

"Your mind plays tricks on you," she said. "Trust ne."

"I don't believe it," | said.

"You're tired. The light's different. Believe it."

| wal ked up to the painting. Touched it. It was a rough, artless thing now
"It was my guide,"” | said.

She shook her head. A small sad snmile

"It had Edits init! You painted in Edits!"

"Gllam | don't even know what the colors nean."

"But you agreed! | said that it was too great a cut in desire



But she hadn't agreed with ne, had she? Not really.
"I't was what you needed to see."

| gripped the edge of the worktable. So | had just Edited one of the world's
nmost influential artists, guided only by my inagination?

Per haps you can do it. Perhaps you have nore tal ent than you think.
No.

Per haps your great weakness isn't your honesty. Perhaps your great weakness is
giving up before you've tried. Perhaps your greatest weakness is sinple fear

No!

"I have to go," | said.

| stunbl ed through the house, not waiting for Mna to follow. Wen |I opened
the front door, though, she put a hand on ny shoulder. | turned and she hugged
me tightly. It was |ike being enbraced by a bundl e of sticks.

"You can stay," she said.

"No," | said. "I have too many things to figure out."

A l ook fromher. Not disappointnment. Acceptance.

She sighed. "Wait."

| said nothing. Did nothing. Just stood there. She watched ne for a nmonent to
see if | would | eave, then disappeared into the house. Wen she returned, she
was carrying the painting.

“"No," | said.

"Yes," she said.

And she was right, | thought, looking at the flat thing again. Maybe | did
need this to remind me. Maybe | did need sonething that didn't nove, didn't
dance, that just sat there |ooking back at me, inperturbable. Al nost a
chal | enge.

| turned to | eave. Then | turned back

"What was she?" | asked. "Jill. Before Clariti?"

"She was a nusician,” Mna said. "Aya's Wrds. Rock."

| shook ny head.

"Before your tine," Mna said, and | aughed.

"What happened? Why did she change?"

"She di scovered Editing."

"And took it too far? Changed her pattern?”

"She Edited herself."



I winced. The self-reinforcing spirals, the overwhel m ng desire to change and
change and change . . . it never ended well.

M na nodded. "Yes. Al in all, she's one of the |uckier ones."
But what is she? | wondered. What is she, really?

| took the canvas with nunb fingers and stepped out the door. It swung shut
behind me with a soft and final thud.

| spent enough time at Clariti to clean out nmy little cell. It was dark and
qui et. C asses had ended. The big ness hall was enpty and echoing. The few
people in the hall wal ked by ne w thout seeing, their eyes masked by the dance
of airscreen data.

| didn't see Jill, and that was okay. Because at that noment, | didn't know if
I could face her. | didn't knowif I could face her, ever again.

| called an autorunner and went outside to wait for it. The mist had burned
of f, and a thin crescent mon shone down on ne. It was sinple and real and
good. | knew where | was going. To a small town up the coast. One of the few
pl aces ny parents had been able to afford to go. A place away fromthe hustle
of the city and the ant-farmthat was Clariti. A place that was quiet. A

pl ace, perhaps, where | could begin to be ne.



