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\When | round out that my rather was il dive after al these yearsand living at Strawberry Feds, |
thought he'd got-ten just what he deserved. Retroburbs are where the old, scared people go to hide. I'd
aways pictured the people in them as deranged losers. Visiting some fantasy world like the disneys or
Carlucci's Carthage is one thing, moving to oneisanother. Sure, 2038 is messy, but it'sahell of alot
better than nineteen-sixty-whatever.

Now that I'd arrived at 144 Blugjay Way, | redlized that the place was worse than | had imagined.
Strawberry Fields was pretending to be some long-lost suburb of the late twentieth century, except that it
had the sterile monotony of cheap VR. It was clean, dl right, and neat, but it was everywhere the same.
And the scale was wrong. The lots were squeezed together and al the houses had shrunk—like the
dreams of their owners. They were about the size of aone-car garage, modular unitstarted up at the
factory to look like ranches, with old double-hung storm windows and hardened siding of harvest gold,
barn red, forest green. Of course, there were no real garages; faux Mustangs and VW buses cruised the
quiet streets. Their carbrains were listening for asummons from Barbara Chedey next door at 142, or
the Goltzes across the street, who might be headed to Penny Lanesto bowl afew frames, or the hospital
todie.

There was a beach chair with blue nylon webbing on the front stoop of 144 Blugjay Way. A brick
walk led toit, divid-ing two patches of carpet moss, green as adream. There were names and addresses
printed in huge lightstick letters on dl the doorsin the neighborhood; no doubt many Strawberry Fielders
were easly confused. The owner of this one was Peter Fancy. He had been born Peter Fandlli, but had
legally taken his stage name not long after hisfirst successasPrince Hd in Henry IV Part 1. | wasa
Fancy too; the name was one of the few things of my father's| had kept.

| stopped at the door and let it look me over. "You're Jen," it said.

"Yes" | waited invain for it to open or to say something else. "I'd like to see Mr. Fancy, please.”
The old man's house had worse manners than he did. "He knows I'm coming,” | said. "l sent him severa
messages." Which he had never answered, but | didn't mention that.

"Just aminute," said the door. " Shelll be right with you.”

She? Theideathat he might be with another woman now hadn't occurred to me. 1'd lost track of my
father along time ago—on purpose. The last time we'd actudly visited overnight was when | was twenty.
Mom gave me aticket to Port Gemini, where he was doing the Shakespeare in Space program. The
orbita was great, but staying with him was like being under water. | think | must have held my bregth for
the entire week. After that, there were afew, sporadic cals, a cou-ple of awkward dinners—all a his
ingtigation. Then twenty-three years of nothing.

| never hated him, exactly. When heleft, | just decided to show solidarity with Mom and be done
with him. If acting was more important than hisfamily, then to hdll with Peter Fancy. Mom was horrified
when | told her how | felt. She cried and claimed the divorce was as much her fault ashis. It wastoo
much for meto handle; | was only eleven years old when they separated. | needed to be on someone's
sdeand so | had chosen her. She never did stop trying to talk meinto finding him again, even though



after awhileit only made me mad at her. For the past few years, she'd been warning methat I'd
developed awarped view of men.

But she was a smart woman, my mom—awinner. Sure, sheld had troubles, but she'd founded three
companies, was amillionaire by twenty-five. | missed her.

A lock clicked and the door opened. Standing in the dim interior was alittle girl in agold-and-white
checked dress. Her dark, curly hair wastied in aribbon. She was wearing white ankle socks and black
Mary Jane shoes that were so shiny they had to be plastic. There was a Band-Aid on her |eft knee.

"Hello, Jen. | was hoping you'd really come." Her voice surprised me. It was resonant, impossbly
mature. At first glance I'd guessed she was three, maybe four; I'm not much good at guessing kids ages.
Now | redized that this must be a bot—a made person.

"You look just like | thought you would." She smiled, stood on tiptoe and raised addlicate little hand
over her head. | had to bend to shake it. The hand waswarm, dightly moist, and very redistic. She had
to belong to Strawberry Fields; there was no way my father could afford abot with skin thisredl.

"Please comein." She waved on the lights. "We're so happy you're here.” The door closed behind
me.

The playroom took up almost half of the little house. Against one wall was aminiature kitchen. Toy
disheswere drying in arack next to the sink; the pink refrigerator barely came up to my waist. Thetable
was full-sized; it had two normal chairs and a booster chair. Opposite this was abed with aruffled
Pumpkin Patty bedspread. About a dozen dolls and stuffed animals were arranged aong the far edge of
the mattress. | recognized most of them: Pooh, Mr. Moon, Baby Rollypally, the Slegpums, Big Bird. And
the wallpaper was familiar too: Oz figureslike Toto and the Wizard and the Cowardly Lion on afield of
Munchkin blue.

"We had to make afew changes," said the bot. "Do you like it?"

Theroom seemed toftilt then. | took asmall, unsteady step and everything righted itself. My dolls,
my wallpaper, the chest of drawersfrom Grandma Fanelli's cottage in Hyannis. | stared at the bot and
recognized her for thefirst time.

Shewasme.

"What isthis" | said, "somekind of sick joke?" | fdlt likeI'd just been dapped in the face.

"Is something wrong?' the bot said. " Tl me. Maybe we can fix it."

| swiped at her and she danced out of reach. | don't know what | would have doneif | had caught
her. Maybe smashed her through the picture window onto the patch of front lawn or shaken her until
pieces started falling off. But the bot wasn't responsible, my father was. Mom would never have
defended him if sheld known about this. The old bastard. | couldn't believeit. Here | was, shuddering
with anger, after years of feding nothing for him.

Therewas an interior door just beyond some shelvesfilled with old-fashioned paper books. | didn't
taketimeto look as| went past, but | knew that Dr. Seussand A.A. Milneand L. Frank Baum would
be on those shelves. The door had no knob.

"Open up,” | shouted. It ignored me, so | kicked it. "Hey!™

"Jennifer." The bot tugged at the back of my jacket. "I must ask you..."

"You can't have mel" | pressed my ear to the door. Silence. "I'm not thisthing you made." | kicked it
agan."You her?'

Suddenly an announcer was shouting in the next room. ... Into the post to Russell, who kicks it
out to Havlicek all alone at the top of the key, he shoots... and Baylor with the strong rebound.”
The asshole was trying to drown me out.

"If you don't come away from that door right now," said the bot, "'I'm caling security.”

"What arethey goingto do?' | said. "I'm the long-lost daughter, herefor avisit. And who the hell
are you, anyway?"

"I'm bonded to him, Jen. Y our father isno longer com-petent to handle hisown affairs. I'm hislega
guardian.”

"Shit." | kicked the door one last time, but my heart wasn't init. | shouldn't have been surprised that
he had dipped over the edge. He was dmost ninety.



"If you want to st and talk, I'd like that very much." The bot gestured toward a bananayelow
beanbag chair. "Otherwise, I'm going to haveto ask you to leave.”

It was the shock of seeing the bot, | told mysalf—I'd reacted like ahurt little girl. But | wasagrown
woman and it wastime to start behaving like one. | wasn't hereto let Peter Fancy worm hisway back
into my fedings. | had come because of Mom.

"Actudly,” | sad, "I'm here on busness" | opened my purse. "If you're running hislife now, | guess
thisisfor you." | passed her the envelope and settled back, tucking my legs beneath me. Thereis no way
for an adult to it gracefully in abeanbag chair.

She dipped the check out. "It'sfrom Mother." She paused, then corrected hersdlf, "Her estate.” She
didn't seem surprised.

"Yes"

"It'stoo generous.”

"That'swhat | thought.”

" She mugt've taken care of you too?"

“I'mfine." | wasn't about to discuss the terms of Mom'swill with my father'stoy daughter.

"I would've liked to have known her," said the bot. She did the check back into the envel ope and
&t it agde. "I've spent alot of timeimagining Mother.”

| had to work hard not to snap at her. Sure, thisbot had at least a human equivaent intelligence and
would be afree citizen someday, assuming she didn't bresk down first.

But she had a cognizor for abrain and aheart fabricated in avat. How could she possibly imagine
my mom, especialy when al she had to go on waswhatever lies he had told her?

"So how bad ishe?'

She gave me asad smile and shook her head. " Some days are better than others. He has no clue
who President Huong is or about the quake, but he can il recite the dagger scene from Macbeth. |
haven't told him that Mother died. Hed just forget it ten minutes later.”

"Does he know what you are?’

"l am many things, Jen."

"Indudingme”

"You'rearole!'m playing, not who | am." She stood. "Would you like some tea?'

"Okay." | dtill wanted to know why Mom had left my father four hundred and thirty-eight thousand
dollarsin her will. If he couldn't tell me, maybe the bot could.

Shewent to her kitchen, opened a cupboard, and took out aregular-sized cup. It looked like a
bucket in her little hand. "I don't suppose you still drink Constant Comment?”

Hisfavorite. | had long since switched to rafdlo. "That'sfine." | remembered that when | wasakid
my father used to brew cups for the two of us from the same bag because Constant Comment was so
expendve. "l thought they went out of businesslong ago.”

"I mix my own. I'd be interested to hear how accurate you think the recipeis.”

"l suppose you know how | likeit?'

She chuckled.

"S0, does he need the money?"

The microwave dinged. "Very few actors get rich,” said the bot. | didn't think there had been
microwavesin the six-ties, but then strict historical accuracy wasn't redly the point of Strawberry Fields.
"Especidly when they have aweakness for Shakespeare.”

"Then how come he lives here and not in someflop? And how did he afford you?"

She pinched sugar between her index finger and thumb, then rubbed them together over the cup. It
was something | till did, but only when | was by mysdlf. A nasty habit; Mom used to yell a him for
teaching it to me. "l was agift." She shook ateabag loose from a canister shaped like an acorn and
plunged it into the boiling water. "From Mother."

The bot offered the cup to me; | accepted it nervelessly. "That's not true.” | could fedl the blood



draining frommy face.

"I canlieif you'd prefer, but 1'd rather not." She pulled the booster chair avay from the table and
turned it to face me. "There are many things about themselves that they never told us, Jen. I've aways
wondered why that was."

| felt logy and alittle stupid, asif | had just woken from athirty-year ngp. " Shejust gave you to
him?'

"And bought him thishouse, paid dl hishills, yes."

"But why?'

"You knew her," said the bot. "I was hoping you could tell me."

| couldn’t think of what to say or do. Since there was acup in my hand, | took asip. For an instant,
the scent of teaand dried oranges carried me back to when | wasalittle girl and | was sitting in Grandma
Fandli'skitchen in awet bathing suit, drinking Constant Comment that my father had made to keep my
teeth from chattering. There were knots like brown eyesin the pine walls and the green linoleum was
dick where | had dripped onit.

"Wdl?'

"It'sgood,” | said absently and raised the cup to her. "No, redly, just like | remember.”

She clapped her handsin excitement. "So," said the bot. "What was Mother like?

It was an impossible question, 0| tried to let it bounce off me. But then neither of us said anything;
we just stared at each other across ayawning gulf of time and experience. In the silence, the question
stuck. Mom had died three months ago and thiswas the first time since the funerd that 1'd thought of her
as sheredly had been—not the papery ghost in the hospital room. | remembered how, after she
divorced my father, she waystook my calswhen shewas at the. office, eveniif it was|ate, and how she
used to step on imaginary brakes whenever | drove her anywhere, and how grateful | wasthat she didn't
cry when | told her that Rob and | were getting divorced. | thought about Easter eggs and raspberry Pop
Tartsand when she sent meto Antibesfor ayear when | was fourteen and that perfume she wore on my
father's open-ing nights and the way they used to watz on the patio at the house in Watham.

"West iswalking the ball up court, setting bis offense with fifteen seconds to go on the shot
clock, nineteen in the half..."

The beanbag chair that | was in faced the picture win-dow. Behind me, | could hear the door next to
the bookcase open.

"Jones and Goodrich arein each other's jerseys down low and now Chamberlain swings over
and callsfor the ball on the weak side..."

| twisted around to look over my shoulder. The great Peter Fancy was making his entrance.

Mom once told me that when she met my father, he was type-cast playing men that women fall
hopelesdy in love with. He'd had great successes as Stanley Kowa ski in Streetcar and Skye Masterson
in Guys and Dolls and the Vicomte de Vamont in Les Liaisons Dangereuses. The years had eroded
his good looks but had not obliterated them; from a distance he was gill ahandsome man. He had a
shock of close-cropped white hair. The beautiful cheekbones were still there; the chin was as sharply
defined asit had been in hisfirst head-shot. His gray eyeswere distant and allittle dreamy, asif hewere
preoccupied with the War of the Roses or the problem of evil.

"Jen," he said, "what's going on out here?' He still had the big voice that could reach into the second
bal cony without amike. | thought for amoment he wastalking to me.

"We have company, Daddy," said the bot, in afour-year-old trill that took me by surprise. "A lady."

"| can seethat it'salady, sweetheart." He took a hand from the pocket of hisjeans, stroked the
touchpad on his bdt and his exolegs waked him stiffly across the room. "I'm Peter Fancy,” he said.

"Thelady isfrom Strawberry Fields." The bot sivung around behind my father. She shot me alook
that made the terms and conditions of my continued presence clear: if | broketheillusion, | wasout. "She
came by to seeif everything isal right with our house." The bot disurbed me even more, now that she
sounded like young Jen Fancy.



As| heaved mysdf out of the beanbag chair, my father gave me one of those lopsided, flirting grins|
knew so well. "Doesthe lady have aname?' He must have shaved just for the company, because now
that he had come close | could see that he had a couple of fresh nicks. There was a button-sized patch of
gray whiskers by his ear that he had missed ato-gether.

"Her nameisMs. Johnson," said the bot. It was my ex, Rob's, last name. | had never been Jennifer
Johnson.

"Well, Ms. Johnson," he said, hooking thumbsin his pants pockets. "The water in my toilet is
brown."

"I'll... um ... seethat it'staken care of " | was at alossfor what to say next, then inspiration struck.
"Actudly, | had another reason for coming." | could see the bot tiffen. "I don't know if you've seen
Yesterday, our little newdetter? Anyway, | wastaking to Mrs. Chedey next door and she told me that
you were an actor once. | waswondering if | might interview you. Just afew questions, if you have the
time. | think your neighborsmight..."

"Were?' he sad, drawing himsdlf up. "Once? Madame, | am now an actor and will aways be.”

"My Daddy's famous," said the bot.

| cringed at that; it was something | used to say. My father squinted at me. "What did you say your
namewas?'

"Johnson," | said. " Jane Johnson."

"And you're areporter? Y ou're sure you're not acritic?'

"Pogtive”

He seemed sdtisfied. "'I'm Peter Fancy." He extended hisright hand to shake. The hand was spotted
and bony and it trembled like areflection in alake. Clearly whatever magic— or surgeon's skill—it was
that had preserved my father's face had not extended to his extremities. | was so disturbed by hisinfirmity
that | took his cold hand in mine and pumped it three, four times. It was dry as apage of one of the bot's
dead books. When | et go, the hand seemed steadier. He gestured at the beanbag.

"St," hesad. "Please”

After | had settled in, he tapped the touchpad and stumped over to the picture window. "Barbara
Chedey isabroken and bitter old woman," he said, "and | will not have dinner with her under any
circumstances, do you under-stand?' He peered up Blugay Way and down.

"Yes, Daddy," said the bot.

"l believe she voted for Nixon, so she has no reason to complain now." Apparently satisfied that the
neighbors weren't sneeking up on us, he leaned againgt the windowslll, facing me. "Mrs. Thompson, |
think today may well be ahappy onefor both of us. | have an announcement.” He paused for effect. "I've
been thinking of Lear again.”

The bot settled onto one of her little chairs. "Oh, Daddy, that's wonderful "

"It'sthe only one of the big four | haven't done," said my father. "1 was set for aproductionin
Stratford, Ontario, back in'99; Polly Matthews was to play Cordelia. Now there was an actor; she
could bring tearsto astone. But then my wife Hannah had one of her bad timesand | had to withdraw so
| could take care of Jen. The two of us stayed down at my mother's cottage on the Cape; | wasted the
entire season tend-ing bar. And when Hannah came out of rehab, she decided that she didn't want to be
married to an underemployed actor anymore, o thingsweretight for awhile. She had al themoney, so |
had to scramble—spent amost two years on the road. But | think it might have been for the best. | was
only forty-eight. Too old for Hamlet, too young for Lear. My Hamlet was very well received, you know.
There were over-tures from PBS about a taping, but that was when the BBC decided to do the
Shakespeare series with that doctor, what was his name? Jonathan Miller. So instead of Peter Fancy, we
had Derek Jacobi, whose brilliant ideait wasto roll acrossthe stage, frothing hislineslikearabid
raccoon. You'd think he'd seen an dlien, not hisfather's ghost. Well, that was another missed opportunity,
except, of course, that | wastoo young. Ripenessisal, en? So | still have Lear to do. Unfinished
busi-ness. My comeback.”

He bowed, then pivoted solemnly so that | saw himin profile, framed by the picture window.
"Where have | been? Where am I? Fair daylight?' He held up atrembling hand and blinked at it



uncomprehendingly. "1 know not what to say. | swear these are not my hands."

Suddenly the bot was at hisfeet. "O look upon me, gr," she said, in her childish voice, "and hold
your hand in bene-diction o'er me."

"Pray, do not mock me." My father gathered himself in theflood of morning light. "I am avery
foolish, fond old man, fourscore and upward, not an hour more or less; and to dedl plainly, | fear | am
not in my perfect mind."

He stole alook in my direction, asif to gauge my reaction to hisimpromptu performance. A frown
might have stopped him, aword would have crushed him. Maybe | should have, but | was afraid he'd
gart talking about Mom again, telling me things| didn't want to know. So | watched instead, trans-fixed.

"Methinks | should know you ..." He rested his hand briefly on the bot's head. "... and know this
granger." He fum-bled at the controls and the exolegs carried him across the room toward me. Ashe
drew nearer, he seemed to duff off the years. "Y et | am mainly ignorant what placethisis; and dl the kil
| have remembers not these garments, nor | know not where | did lodge last night.” It was Peter Fancy
who stopped before me; his face amere kiss away from mine. "Do not laugh at me; for, as| am aman, |
think thislady to be my child. Corddia."

He was staring right a me, into me, knifing through make-believe indifference to the wound I'd
nursed al these years, the one that had never healed. He seemed to expect areply, only | didn't have the
line. A tiny, sad squeaky voice within mewaswhimpering, You left me and you got exactly what you
deserve. But my throat tightened and choked it off.

Thebot cried, "And so | am! | am!”

But she had distracted him. | could see confusion begin to deflate him. "Be your tears wet? Yes,
faith. | pray . .. weep not. If you have poison for me, | will drink it. I know you do not love me...."

He stopped and his brow wrinkled. "It's something about the Ssters,”" he muttered.

"Yes" saidthebot, ™. .. for your sisters have done mewrong..."

"Don't feed me thefucking lined" he shouted at her. "I'm Peter Fancy, god damnit!"

After she camed him down, we had lunch. Shelet him make the peanut butter and banana sandwiches
while she heated up some Campbell's tomato and rice soup, which she poured from a can made of actual
metal. The sandwiches were lumpy because he had hacked the bananas into chunks the size of walnuts.
Shetried to get him to tell me about the daylilies blooming in the backyard, and the old Boston Garden,
and the time he and Mom had had breakfast with Bobby Kennedy. She asked whether he wanted TV
dinner or pot piefor supper. Herefused al her conversational gambits. He only ate half abowl of soup.

He pushed back from the table and announced that it was her ngp time. The bot put up a
perfunctory fuss, athough it was clear that it was my father who wastired out. However, the act seemed
to perk him up. Ancther role for hisresume: the doting father. "I'll tell you what," he said. "WEell play your
game, swesetheart. But just once—otherwise you'l be cranky tonight.”

The two of them perched on the edge of the bot's bed next to Big Bird and the Sleepums. My father
garted to sing and the bot immediately joined in.

"The itsy bitsy spider went up the water spout.”

Their gestureswere dmost mirror images, except that his ruined hands actualy looked like spiders
asthey climbed into the air.

"Down came the rain, and washed the spider out.”

The bot beamed at him asif he were the only person in the world.

"Out came the sun, and dried up all therain.

"And the itsy bitsy spider went up the spout again.”

When hisarms were once again raised over his head, she giggled and hugged him. Helet them fall
around her, return-ing her embrace. "That'sagood girl," he said. "That's my Jenny."

The look on hisfacetold methat | had been wrong: thiswasno act. It was asred to him asit was
tome. | had tried hard not to, but | still remembered how the two of us aways used to play together,
Daddy and Jenny, Jen and Dad.



Waiting for Mommy to come home.

He kissed her and she snuggled under the blankets. | felt my eyes stinging.

"But if you dotheplay,” she said, "when will you be back?"

"Wht play?

"That oneyou weretdling me. Theking and his daugh-ters.”

"There'sno such play, Jenny." He sifted her black curls through hishands. "I'll never leave you, don't
worry now. Never again." He rose unsteadily and caught himself on the chest of drawers.

"Nighty noodle," said the bot.

"Pleasant dreams, sweetheart,” said my father. "1 loveyou."

"l loveyoutoo."

| expected him to say something to me, but he didn't even seemto redlize that | was ill in the room.
He shambled across die playroom, opened the door to his bedroom and went in.

"I'm sorry about that," said the bot, speaking again as an adult.

"Don't be" | said. | coughed—something in my throat. "It wasfine. | wasvery ... touched.”

"He'susudly alot happier. Sometimes he worksin the garden.” The bot pulled the blankets aside
and swung her legs out of the bed. "He likesto vacuum.”

"Wes

"| take good care of him."

| nodded and reached for my purse. "I can seethat.” | had to go. "Isit enough?"

She shrugged. "He's my daddy.”

"l meant the money. Becauseif it'snot, I'd liketo help.”

"Thank you. HEd appreciate that."

The front door opened for me, but | paused before step-ping out into Strawberry Fields. "What
about... after?’

"When he dies? My bond terminates. He said he'd leave the house to me. | know you could contest
that, but I'll need to sdll in order to pay for my twenty-year mainte-nance.”

"No, no. That'sfine. Y ou deserveit.”

She came to the door and looked up a me, little Jen Fancy and the woman she would never
become.

"You know, it's you heloves" shesaid. "I'm just astand-in."

"Heloveshislittlegirl," | sad. "Doesn't do me any good—I'm forty-seven.”

"It could if you let it." Shefrowned. "1 wonder if that'swhy Mother did dl this. So you'd find out.”

"Or maybe shewasjust plain sorry.” | shook my head. She was a smart woman, my mom. |
would've liked to have known her.

"S0, Ms. Fancy, maybe you can visit us again sometime.” The bot grinned and shook my hand.
"Daddy's usually in agood mood after his nap. He sits out front on his beach chair and waitsfor theice
cream truck. He dways buys us some. Our favoriteis'Y elow Submarine. It's vanillawith fat
butter-scotch swirls, dipped in white chocolate. | know it sounds kind of odd, but it's good."

"Yes," | said absently, thinking about al the things Mom had told me about my father. | was hearing
them now for thefirst time. "That might be nice.”

-end-
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