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I checked you out of the library. You were 
due back in two weeks for synchroni-
zation, but I kept you out much longer,  

running up huge fines. The librarian was 
very nice and didn’t make me pay right away, 
but said that she had very little discretion; 
that the fines were set by the library system 
and your publisher.

I am a writer and I was looking for an act-
ing teacher to help me improve how I read 
my work out loud. Although, of course, 
your publisher didn’t tell me your real name, 
your bio on the package really spoke to me. 
I thought we would get along, and we did, 
from the very first moment that you were 
uploaded into my card slot.

Suddenly, there you were. It surprised me 
that you were my height. I’m not sure if that 
is an artefact of the software: virtual teachers 
scaled to the same size as their students, or 
whether you really are (or were) five foot six.

I was ready to work. I began to read aloud 
from the draft of my novel, and I could tell 
before you even said anything that the nar-
rative voice just didn’t work. She wasn’t in 
the story, but aloof, above it all. This moment 
felt almost like telepathy, but I imagine it was 
accomplished by transmissions from the 
software of the emotional colouring of what 
you were about to say. I had written the story 
in the third person. But somehow with you 
sitting there listening to my voice as I read, 
I had to ask, “Who is this third person, any-
way?” She is me, of course, but you looked 
at me with your blue eyes over your glasses, 
and I knew that was no answer.

The next day, you tried another angle. You 
had me sit down on the brown couch and 
told me to pretend I didn’t know who I was 
or where I was. After I suggested a few solu-
tions such as looking at my driver’s licence 
to find out, I asked: “How does this scene not 
end in the emergency room?” Afterwards, I 
remembered that in that bio of yours I liked 
so much, a sort of artist’s statement, you said, 
“The question ‘Where am I?’ is my preoccu-
pation.” You didn’t remind me. Instead, you 
told me that you’d had an ischaemic event a 
while back that had left you unable to speak 
for a couple of days.

Your paintings hung on the walls of our 
virtual space. Quiet, expectant landscapes 
and abstracts involving brightly coloured 
rectangles. You said you couldn’t paint 
any more. In between sessions, I sent you 
long e-mails, and you would reply in only 

a sentence or two if you 
replied at all. You said 
you couldn’t write much 
these days, even though you used 
to write whole books. The word 
agraphia came to mind.

At the two-week mark, what you were 
trying to teach me snapped into focus and 
I began to hear the narrative voice and to 
write and write and write, and when I read 
the words out loud, they were beautiful and 
pure and often when I read, you seemed on 
the brink of tears. The fines began to mount.

I wrote and wrote, and in between I 
worked out how to help, how to give you 
back writing and painting. First I write a 
sentence; you’re next.

First I make a brush stroke, then you do. 
I took you hiking in the virtual woods and 
brought body paints. I told you to paint the 
sunset on my back as a sketch, and when 
we got back to our usual virtual space, you 
painted the sunset on canvas.

I would have kept you longer, except  
for the pain. Implants require synchroni-

zation and constant 
upgrades. To keep you 
from being returned 
to the library, I had 
to stay away from the 

synchronization stations.
After a few days, reminders in  

powder-blue letters began to swim 
across my vision. After a few more 
days, a physical sensation came with 

them. After a month, the reminder notes were 
accompanied by excruciating pain because 
I was in violation of the licence agreement.

I negotiated the fines, pointing out that 
I had solved your writing and painting 
blocks. The publisher acknowledged that 
those blocks were a known issue with the 
product, but said that my work was unneces-
sary, that in the new upgrade, the product no 
longer had the desire to write or paint. And 
whatever changes there were in my copy 
would merely be averaged in and so won’t 
have much net effect.

I asked to be put in contact with the native 
version, with the real person. The publisher 
said that this was contractually prohibited, 
but impossible in any case as you died of a 
stroke a few days after you were recorded.

I went to the library again this morning 
and checked you out. We’ve got two weeks. ■
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