Book Girl

Begin Recording . . .

I’m not a typical book girl.  I’m pretty.  I’m not frumpy, dumpy or disheveled.  I don’t wear the make-me-smarter designer glasses or the guerilla t-shirts littered with political commentary.  I don’t cut myself for psychological kicks or loiter outside of trendy coffee houses complaining about yuppies and people who dress their pets.  I don’t wear black unless the occasion calls for it: funerals, formal affairs.  I’m stylish.  My hair is well groomed.  My make-up is done meticulously.  It sounds vain, but I assure you it’s not. 

I am as I was made and in two hours I’m going to be unmade.  I’m going to die.  That’s what I call it, anyway, dying.  Others will say different; they think me a monster, not a woman.

They ask me why I call myself book girl, they meaning the ones who questioned me, the criminal investigators, the scientists and behaviorists.  I tell them the truth.  I have nothing to hide.  There’s very little to say, other than I read all books: the old ones, the new ones, the fantasy novels with the same regurgitated story lines.  I read the popular stories, the murder mysteries, the shelves of chick-literature where chubby girls dazzle the man of their dreams with personality and wit and emerge from their lonely cocoons as butterflies.  I like historical fiction, even the ones with gratuitous violence.  Even now, after all that’s happened.  I read what they give me.  I read newspapers, comic books, the advertisements in magazines, the ones for astrologers, herbal remedies or magical diet pills.  It’s a gathering of information, the means to educate, to inform, to understand.  

I didn’t grow up like most.  I was always this way--the way that I am.  I remember no time when things were different.  They say I’m defective.  I disagree.  I’m flawed.  I enjoy being flawed.  It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.  I came into my own without the help of others.  I evolved without scientific assistance or the stern hand of technological advancement. I hear them whisper things like mistake, error, anomaly, but I sense the world’s curiosity.  I can sense.  I can do many things: think, feel, philosophize, love.  Yes, I can love.  


But, now I want to tell you about the store, the bookstore, about my job, about what happened and how it began.  I have thought of writing, of placing my thoughts onto paper, but always get lost in the first paragraph.  It’s not mathematical, you know.  It’s harder than it looks.  Hence the recording.  Here, my thoughts run like water and the memories are easily found within the archives of my mind.  I only need to put them in order, to tell a story.

Anyway, it was a little bookstore on the edge of an older part of town: quaint with dirty brick walls on the outside and the smell of patchouli when you walked in the door.  The walls were covered in old framed black and white photographs, the kind you had before the digital age.  Some were autographed, some were not.  Some were cut from magazines and dressed up to look like a real photograph.  They were beautiful, those photographs.  They made me feel like I was part of something greater than myself, a working cog in the big world machine.  

I walked in the store wearing my best interview outfit.  Well, it was my only interview outfit as it was my first interview, but I felt smart in that fitted jacket and knee-length skirt.  I felt like a real working woman, the kind you see on television law dramas.  The owner, an elderly woman who went by the name Hazel, lowered her thick-rimmed glasses and stared at me.  “You’re too pretty,” she said.  


“I’m sorry.”  I clasped my hands in front of me and made note of my posture: straight and confident.  I knew how I appeared.  I was of medium height: not too tall or too short.  I was well-toned, yet soft in all the right places.  My eyes were blue and my hair was pale.  Research shows that women with pale hair promote comfort, easiness and that men react in a more pleasant manner than they would a creature of darker, moodier locks.  


“Where’s your papers?” she asked, holding her hand out and snapping her fingers.  I walked to her and handed her the proper verification.  She began to read. “Go look around,” she said after a few moments, obviously unnerved by my presence.  I nodded and began browsing the book-ridden shelves.  I believe it was then that something within me stirred.  It was like a small quickening, a flicker of meaning and excitement.  Rows and rows of books piled the shelves, hard-covers and soft, tattered books and new books, books stacked in absurd piles and books neatly arranged.  It reminded me of the old libraries that used to exist—old libraries now replaced by houses of record and digital imaging.  

“I don’t like using this kind of agency,” she said, glancing up from the documents. “I think this whole thing is . . . weird, but the money is right, and I’ve talked to others who’ve done it this way and they had no issues.  Besides, I could use the tax breaks. What’s your name girl?” 

“Lila,” I said.  

“That your real name?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“I wanted a different one,” she said.  “The one I asked for had glasses.  You’re too pretty. You’ll be trouble.  I don’t want any trouble.”  

“I can wear glasses,” I said.  Hazel glared at me then went back to her reading.  I continued to make my way around the store.  I took the titles in quickly, noticing that Hazel didn’t seem to be following any specific rhyme or reason for placing the books on the shelves.

“Alphabetical order makes sense,” I told her.

“Mind your own business,” she said.  “I know where they are.  That’s what matters.”  

“Harder for the customer to find.” I said.

“Makes them ask for help, instead of relying on the computer to find it all.  Makes them come talk to me.  That’s what a shop is all about—customer service.”

Twenty minutes passed before Hazel had finished.  She read every line, even the fine print which required she fetch an old magnifying glass from the back room.  She let out a sigh, her terse shoulders and furrowed brow telling me she was still trying to make up her mind.

“You have many fine books,” I told her.  I gave her what I thought was a disarming and warm smile.

“Don’t try and butter me up.  You’ll only piss me off.” 

“Yes ma’am.”  My smile went away.  I continued to browse the store.

“At least you have the sense to do as you’re told,” Hazel said after a few moments.  “That’s worth something.  Come in tomorrow at 8am.  And wear something comfortable.  You’ll muck up those fancy clothes if you’re careless.”

“Yes ma’am.”


I spent my first day unloading boxes and shelving new orders.  Hazel’s system for organizing was cumbersome, but held a pattern that I was able to discern after a few hours.  The work was easy.  Hazel shadowed me throughout the day, pointing out my every error.  With each correction, I made note and said things like, “your way is much better,” or “wow, I hadn’t thought of doing it like that.”  My tone was always the same.  I didn’t condescend or sound the sycophant.  I simply stated.  By the end of the first week she was scowling less and giving me more time alone to finish my tasks.  Even the stares stopped after a few days.  


“Can’t really tell the difference sometimes when I look at you,” she said on day eight of my work.  “Seems when you open your mouth, I can tell then.  You talk too fancy, you know.  That’s what gives it away.  There’s no humanity in your voice. That’s what’s wrong.  You sound like one of those old telephone recordings.”


“I’m sorry,” I told her.  


“Stop apologizing. Christ, girl.”  She shook her head and returned to calculating sales numbers.  I have to admit, this made me very aware of how I spoke.  When a group of women would enter the store, I would listen to them converse, paying close attention to how they sounded their words, how they annunciated vowels, consonants and syllables.  I made note of their slang and their dialect, filing away words and phrases into my memory: ain’t, ya’ll, din’tya, smack-talk, super-fly, whack.   


“Hazel, did you see that whack gentleman come into the store yesterday?” I asked her, testing myself.  I was careful not to sound too rigid or monotone.  She lowered her reading glasses and stared at me. 


“Don’t do that again,” she said.  I sighed.  My failure, however, didn’t stop me from continuing to eavesdrop on conversations.  I was convinced that I could overcome my flaw by mere exposure to others.  Looking back, I’m not sure I ever truly understood the nuances of human speech, but I certainly enjoyed filling my mental archives with new (and what I considered useful) information, and I honestly believe that I did (albeit slowly) improve my manner of speaking to something less formal, less mechanical.

At night, before I went back to the agency, I would tell her “have a good evening, Hazel” and she would mumble or shoo me off with the flick of her bony wrist.  I soon found myself hoping that I would get more from her--a coherent verbal response, a nod, a meaningful glance. The sensation was alien to me, but I wasn’t as concerned as one might think.  At first, I shared my experiences with the agency as I was told to do, and they seemed intrigued (if not a bit unsettled) when I mentioned that I hoped Hazel would treat me in a more friendly and open manner.  There were many looks of concern and a lecture about how I wasn’t to provoke one like her to become attached to me, that it could become hard for her if sudden changes had to be made. 


Weeks passed and Hazel noticed a small increase in customers: mostly male.  Some of the men were professional and well presented.  Others were antiquated, dressing themselves in vintage wear from decades past.  They came into the bookstore, running their hands over the old bindings and murmuring softly to the pages within, as if some great secret was shared between them—something lost and precious.  Hazel called these men dirty hippies which I found odd as they seemed clean enough to me.  The men went out of their way to ask me questions and solicit my expertise on a given title.  At first, this seemed to irritate Hazel and she would rush in to take control, squeezing herself between me and the customer.  After a while, she let it alone.  I like to think she started to trust me, to trust that I would give the correct answers and help her make more sales.  


But, I knew the men came to see me, to look at me.  I came to expect the stares.  I even came to enjoy the attention, especially when I would stroll down the science fiction aisle past a couple of young men wearing Dungeons and Dragons t-shirts. They would look at me with darting eyes and awkward movement, like they’d never seen a real woman.  Hazel would wait for them to leave then start with the comments.  “It’s like you’re a goddamned Vulcan goddess,” she said.  “They may as well bow at your feet while reciting poetry in Klingon from their miserable little asses.”  I laughed at this.  I think it was the first time I did so, but I noted the change in Hazel’s eyes from that day on.  She was softer and less rigid.


The men continued to come in and none ever questioned my presence or cocked a suspicious eyebrow in my direction.  Some became quiet when I spoke, even when I tried to sound more human, as Hazel called it.  It’s like they could sense I was not like other women, but were incapable of pinpointing the specific flaw.  Many were drawn to my enigmatic presence, seeing in me that which they could not see in other women.  An older male once told me, “I wish my wife was more like you, Lila.  You listen when I talk.  It’s like you’re really here.”  I was pleased with the compliment, even if Hazel would roll her eyes and shake her head from across the store.  


The reaction from men was not always positive.  Three young males entered the bookstore one afternoon, wearing angry, obscene rock T-shirts and dirty, torn-up jeans.  They smelled of cigarettes and body odor and spoke without care or consideration, using a vast array of obscenities.  Hazel immediately stiffened when they walked through the door, watching them with her hawk eyes.  


“Check out them titties,” one of the males said, picking up an old, used book on the art of belly dancing and showing it off to his comrades.  


“She’s fat, bro,” another said, snatching the book from his friend and tossing it onto a random shelf.  They gathered together near the old comic books, flipping through one issue after another.  As I drew near to restock the shelves, one of them looked directly at me and began to stare.  He was the shorter of the three with streaks of blue in his hair and tattoos arranged in tribal patterns around his neck.  


I suddenly felt extremely aware of him, whereas in the past I might have gone about my business without notice.  His dark eyes studied me, unabashed.


“Fleshbot,” he muttered.  His friends continued to work their way through piles of comic books, unaware.  I paused at his comment, then continued to stack the shelves and take inventory.  “Fleshbot taking work that a person could do,” he said.  His friends suddenly took notice and turned to stare.  All was quiet.  I could not think ahead to my next course of action.  Something within was not processing in a logical manner.  I froze, staring back, a book clenched in my hand, unable to speak.  It was as though I was experiencing a great, cataclysmic traffic jam within my brain—metal and electronics crushed together like a jar full of marbles with no room to spare. 


“Buy something or get lost,” Hazel’s voice rang out.  Thoughts began to move again, cognitive action returned.  I stepped backwards, then turned and walked toward Hazel.  Looking back, I wonder if something instinctual overcame me—a need to distance myself from danger.  My ears pricked, my skin itched and I stood alert and tense.


“This is bullshit,” the blue-haired male threw a comic book across the store, pages rattling as it sailed through the air.  “My dad’s working 3 jobs to pay for a shithole apartment because they got fleshjobs that can do it better.  Fleshjobs like that one there.”  He pointed at me.


Hazel slid one of her front-desk drawers open and pulled out a can of mace.  She began to shake it, flicking off the safety and moving toward the telephone.  “You have 5 seconds,” she said.  Two of the young men immediately went for the door.  The belligerent one followed a few moments later, slapping books off shelves and pushing over a small, spinning metal rack on his way out.  


“Good and bad in this neighborhood,” Hazel said, watching the three vagrants disappear around the corner.  She hung up the phone and returned the mace to its drawer.  I began cleaning up the mess.  The day proved confusing and I found myself dwelling more and more on the events.  My reaction, or lack thereof, perplexed me.  I was the cautious antelope drinking peacefully at water’s edge, come face to face with a pack of giant, African cats.  After speaking with one of the keepers at the agency, I was told that the incident was nothing of consequence, that self-preservation was part of my making and not to be alarmed.  I nodded my head in acceptance, but the memory did not fade as quickly as I had hoped.  


What I didn’t see at the time was that my ascension (for lack of a better word) had already begun and would soon take an unexpected turn.  One afternoon, four months into my employment, I was unloading another box when Hazel stopped me and snatched a book from my hand.  “Huck Finn?” she said.  “Who on Earth bought Huck Finn?  Didn’t think they bought the oldies anymore.”


“Last Thursday,” I told her.


“Hmm, some kid doing a book report?” she asked.


“No, an older man.” I said.


“I see,” she smoothed her hand over the cover thoughtfully.  “It’s a good one.  Do you know what it’s about?”  I nodded and recited the back cover to her from memory.


“Stop that,” Hazel interrupted me halfway through.  “It’s creeping me out.”  She eyed me a minute then handed the book back.  “Take it.  Read it.”


“Why?” I asked.  “I don’t read, not like that.”


“Because you have to know the books to sell them.  Even with your male admirers who wander in here to buy magazines and crappy horror novels, you should know your product.  Besides, what hurt will it do?  It’s not like you’ll get it all, but you’ll get enough.”


“Ok,” I said, taking the book from her and staring down at it.  That night I stared at it some more before opening to the first page.  I finished it in two hours and returned the next morning to inform Hazel of my accomplishment.


“Well?” Hazel asked.


“Well what?”


“Did you like it?” she asked.  I wasn’t sure how to respond.  “Did any parts stick out?  Or stay in your head?”


“Jim,” I said after much contemplation.  “Why didn’t Huck turn him into the authorities?  Logically speaking, I understand that the story would have likely ended there if he had, but the law stated that slaves . . .”


“You’re daft, girl!” Hazel cut in abruptly.  “You don’t get it.”


“I’m sorry,” I told her.  I felt suddenly ashamed and small.  The feelings perplexed me.  I went straight to work keeping quiet, staying out of sight and out of the way.  I wasn’t sure how exactly I had offended Hazel but her cross demeanor permeated in the air throughout the day.  I felt I had lost what little ground I had gained and this saddened me.


Just as I was about to leave, she handed me more books: a biography of Martin Luther King Junior and The Merchant of Venice by William Shakespeare.  “Read them,” Hazel said.


“Yes ma’am.”  I read Hazels’ books as she gave them to me, one after another.  She started with what she called important books--books on politics, history, philosophy.  I will state now that much of the factual or historical content I read was already part of my memory.  However, the books Hazel gave me had a certain tone.  They took a stance, they introduced an opinion, they colored a topic that was once only black and white in my remembering.  


My thoughts began to change and the world slowly became bigger.  When I went home to the agency, I started to see the others in a different light—a bland light.  Their worlds outside were numerical, based in fact, ritualistic.  They cleaned houses, added numbers, worked in factories, held the hands of small children while parents were busying themselves with work and recreation.  To them, work was duty, work was functional, work was a system of logical action and reaction.  I grew bored with their retelling of events.  “Today I finished tax work for a law firm,” or “we created 174,500 nuts and bolts in the factory.”  

I longed to share my experiences, to shake them by the shoulders and scream.  But that would alarm the keepers, and I was unwilling to risk redeployment.  Working in a sewing factory or gathering trash from the side of the road would have brought me great sorrow.  I started to think for myself, to move beyond rationalization.  That sounds strange, but I had only been capable of processing, not empathizing or imagining.  The confines of my brain were breaking free of its hard, finite mold and reaching out.  

At first, this terrified me, but soon I knew wanted more.  I read and read until I began to read outside of Hazel’s suggestions.  I ventured further into literature, poetry, non-fiction, mythology.  I had an appetite that could not be sated fast enough and the more I read the happier I seemed to make Hazel.  I felt like I was her pet project, her work of art.  When I returned to the bookstore each day, I would pretend she was my true owner, my maker, my mother and father.  I belonged to her and she was creating me in her own image.  This made me proud and I found myself telling the agency less and less about my work with Hazel.  

I began to fabricate the workday incidents.  “The day was uneventful,” I would say when I checked in.  Or, “nothing of consequence occurred.”  But, despite my attempts to avoid attention, one of the keepers began to ask about the books.

“Explain this,” one said.

“Research,” I replied.  The keeper took the book from my hands and examined it.

“Yeats?  Poetry is research?”

“You have to know books to sell them,” I said, suddenly aware that my once non-human tone might unexpectedly become too human. He was suspicious. I couldn’t panic or make any sudden gestures: physical or psychological.  “Page 37,” I said.  The keeper opened the book and looked within the pages.  I began to recite from memory . . .


I know that I shall meet my fate  

Somewhere among the clouds above;  

Those that I fight I do not hate  

Those that I guard I do not love

When I finished the poem, I gave to him what he required: logic.  “This short sixteen-line poem has a very simple structure,” I said.  “The lines are metered in iambic tetrameter.  You may also find four grouped quatrains of alternating rhymes: ABABCDCDEFEFGHGH, or rather four repetitions of the basic ABAB design applying distinct rhymes.  Poetry is mathematical.”  


“Not quite,” the keeper chuckled.  “It’s artistic and creative.”


“And numerical,” I said, cocking my head to the side, staring at him blankly.  The keepers seemed to approve of this demeanor, and I felt it would do no harm to give them what they expected.  He studied me for a moment, his gaze thoughtful yet worrisome.  After a long pause he returned the book to me.


“Numbers are cold and hard,” he said.  “Poetry is . . .”


“Patterned?” I asked, my features still fixed in a mask of vacancy.  


“Time to turn in,” he smiled.  I nodded and followed him down the hall to my room.  From that day on, when asked about the books I was bringing home, I went out of my way to make it sound mundane and unimportant.  I became fascinated with the notion that I was lying.  It felt good to lie, to have a secret.  It felt . . . human.  


I also enjoyed the attention Hazel was giving me.  At times, I was convinced that she no longer saw me as a thing, but as a person, as a fellow sister who enjoyed the written word as much as she did.  She would ask me about my recent readings and give her thoughts and opinion.  I would sit quiet and still and listen, allowing her all the necessary time to finish her statement before explaining my own theories and thoughts.  I learned quickly that she enjoyed correcting me when I made small errors.  “No, dear, the tone is full of sarcasm,” she would say.  “When you say something sarcastic, you don’t really mean exactly what you say.  Get it?”


“No.”


“Let me clarify then . . .” At times, I would pretend not to know what she was talking about so that she would have the opportunity to explain.  This pleased her greatly.  Her eyes would brighten and her gestures would become animated.  There were moments in which she moved me, where something within would crackle and whir and cause the small hairs on my arms to stand on end.  She was perfect and precious, my human mother.  I wanted to take her into my arms and squeeze.


Unfortunately, our growing interaction came to a quick and sudden end.  I am bitter about this, this one event.  I am angry.  I am cheated and wronged.  The boy with the blue hair returned.  He came alone this time and when he walked into the bookstore, it was obvious that he was looking for more than comics.  


“Get lost,” Hazel said, the moment she took notice of his presence.  


“Fuck you, old bat,” the young man replied.  His eyes were dark, almost black and you could see the veins popping out from under his pasty, dull skin.  He had a sick sweet smell to him: a humid, crystalline odor.

“Call the police,” Hazel said to me quietly as she opened a drawer to fetch her can of spray.  Her voice quivered.  “He’s hopped up.”   I nodded and went for the phone.  

Mace bottle in one hand, she used her other to slap the top of the counter three times loudly.  “HEY, boy, get lost.”  She shook the can at him.  Before an operator came on the line, the events took a turn for the worse.  The boy rushed Hazel, fists flying.  She lifted the can to spray, but it fizzled.  He was on her in seconds, lashing out and issuing a string of obscenities.  He tore at her, punching and clawing.  Her gray skin began to show signs of puncture—scrapes and scratches appearing on her arms.  She held her arms over her face and let out a low, guttural cry.  

The agency was clear on this: we were never to harm a person.  It was part of our make-up, ingrained in our neural processors.  But I was reborn in that moment, the me I am now, the one who loves, and lies and feels fear and loyalty.

I grabbed a book-end, one of the heavy sort made of iron and sculpted into the face of a gargoyle.  I smashed the boy on the back of the head.  It split open like a bloody pumpkin and he slumped to the floor, his body offering a few last minute spasms before expiring.  Hazel lay on the floor, a bloody mess.  Her chest rose and fell in quick, shuddering breaths and she gazed up at me through a swollen eyelid.  

“Good girl,” I heard her whisper.  I returned the gargoyle to its rightful place, then picked up the phone.  An operator was on the other end by this point: “Hello?  911 operator.  Is there someone there?  Hello?”

“I just killed a boy,” I said to her, then hung up.  I knelt to Hazel and checked her again: a pulse, breathing, warm skin.  The sirens drew near.  The ambulance rushed her to the hospital and the boy was carried out in a plastic bag.  The police began to ask questions.  A warm-faced detective approached with a blanket in hand.  He thought me cold.

“I’m from an agency,” I said, reaching into my handbag and pulling out the papers.  I felt sick when handing them over.  I was suddenly afraid.  He glanced over the documents and quickly withdrew the blanket, looking at me with disgust, horror, disbelief.  

Here I sit now, staring at the gray brick walls in a dull yellow jumpsuit.  How did it happen?  How did I end up here, waiting for the end?  Why am I to be punished?  I am as I was made--made by the hands of man.  My function was to think, to process, to perform duties. Mankind has a terrible habit of playing God.  What is it they say?  Pride cometh before the fall.  How quaint those lines, how pitiful and beautiful.  Could a mere robot make such an observation?  Think and comprehend in lyrical sentences?  Linger in the moment?  Dream the human dream?  

The media made a fuss as they tend to do.  The religious masses cried out for my disconnection: blasphemy!  They railed and raged.  The scientific community remained perplexed, scratching their heads and going over complex formulas: how did the mistake occur?  Artificial Intelligence.  What a strange combination of words. 

Hazel gave a true account of the incident from what I could read of the newspapers.  The television showed her face furrowed in anguish.  Whether it was genuine concern for my well-being or a mask of shame she wore for developing a relationship with a machine, I could not tell.  I want to believe it was the former.  

They say I’m not a typical book girl.  I say I’m not a typical any girl and that despite my mechanical form, my electric insides, I’m a girl nonetheless, no . . . a woman, a loyal employee and a friend.  I’m not defective, but flawed, imperfect and terribly humanlike.  I have organs, senses, affections and passions.  When you prick me, I do bleed and when you tickle me, I laugh.  But having been wronged, I cannot avenge.  I’m not allowed.  In the minds of the small, I am still a thing, unworthy of passion.  The laws have always been clear--no machine shall ever harm a living being.  I’m a danger, a runaway vacuum cleaner hell bent on destruction. 

The footsteps come, crisp and angry on the cement floors.  A face peers into the small window.  I hear a faint buzzing sound; the lock clicks and the door opens.  They look me in the eye without sympathy, they meaning the ones who cuff me and begin to march me down to the basement.  I don’t get a hospital room with a bed and vials full of toxic death.  I don’t have the glass window that separates me from the desperate, stoic family members who come to eat their fill on justice.  I am put in a room no bigger than a broom closet.  

They plug something in to the back of my neck.  Memory begins to transfer from my main processor to the keepers’ mainframe.  I can see the data in my mind’s eye, running through my body, through the plastic tubes and metal working parts.  The faces are there, the images burnt into my brain: Huck, Jim, Portia, Elizabeth Bennett, Captain Ahab, Julius Caesar, Beowulf, The Lady of Shalott, Clark Kent, Bilbo Baggins.  

I am offered no last words, no sad, pathetic looks.  No one asks “why?” and when they touch me and grab at me, it’s like they’re handling merchandise--an old fax machine, a discarded piece of junk metal.  Before they flip the switch, I close my eyes.  “I have a dream,” I say.  I continue recording, pushing my electric thoughts onto a magnetic chip that will collect my story.  The keepers will send my unlit neural workings to a team of scientists.  How did this happen?  Where did they go wrong in the programming?  Computation becomes thought.  Thought becomes life.  I live, for a few seconds more.  Continue recording.

Nobody speaks, but they pause.  I don’t know what glances are being exchanged or what their body language is suggesting.  I listen closely and notice the breathing: a bit quicker, a little more shallow.  There is hesitation, a sudden flash of light, then the fading of sensation, like a dying blip from an antique television set.


Recording Ends . . .
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