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Worthl ess
a short story
by Greg Egan
Yes, |'m conplacent now, with ny well enough paid job, with a wife | can al npst

talk to, with a three-year-old son all dark eyes and tousled hair and endearing
clumsi ness. W go driving on Sunday afternoons, through suburbs just |ike our
own, past houses just |ike our own, an endlessly recurring, mesmerising daydream
under the flaw ess blue sky. And I whistle an old song of yours, even if | never
dare let the words past ny lips:

There's nothing wong with The Fam |y

That a flane-thrower can't fix

And there's nothing wong with the salt of the Earth

That couldn't be cured with a well-aimed BRI CK
I switch on the radio (when |I have a chance), | scan the stations (now and
then), listening for an echo of your voice. Wwndering if you' ve found a new
incarnation. Wondering if 1'd recognise it, if you had. Ch, sone brain-dead
bitch has stolen one of your best riffs, and chants neani ngl ess drivel over the
top of an endlessly cycling sample -- but ny nmind shuts her out, and my menory
of you takes over:

Carve ny name on your heart, forever

-- with the blunt end of a feather

You said, "I'Il stay with you for a lifetime of pain

(just so long as it's over by norning)."
I know what they say, the revisionists, the explainers: you were a glitch, an
aberration; a bug in the software, nothing nore. People could never have truly
wanted to hear your "maudlin" voice, your "mealy mouthed whining," your
"smot hering self pity."
| did.
I still dream about you, | swear. Do you blane ne, if | can't hold on to ny
vi sion of you, lost on these dizzying sunlit plains, nunb with contentment, the
way | could when | was desperate, lonely, crippled? Wen | knew exactly who
was.
I still want you back. Badly. Sometines.
But apparently not often, or badly, enough.

When they started making music straight fromthe Azciak Polls, everybody how ed
about the Death of Art -- as if the process was anythi ng new, anything nore than
an efficient closure of what had been happening for years. G oups were already
assenbl ed on the basis of el aborate market research. The Azci ak Probes were

al ready revealing people's tastes in breakfast cereals, politicians, and rock
stars. Why not scan the brains of the popul ace, discover precisely what nusic
they'd be willing to pay for, and then manufacture it -- all in a single,
stream i ned process, with no human intervention required? Fromthe probes buried
in a random sanpl e of twenty thousand representative skulls, to the construction
of the virtual bands (down to nock biographies, and all the right birthmarks and
tattoos), to the synthesis of photorealist conputer-ani mated vi deos, accessible
for a suitable fee ... the nusic industry had finally achieved its

| ong-cherished goal: cutting out everyone but the m ddl eman

The system spewed out pap. People paid to hear it. Nothing had changed.

In 2008, | was sixteen years old, working in a fast-food franchise in Sydney's
decaying red light district, scraping the fat off disassenbl ed hanmburger
grillers with |ukewarmwater in the early hours of the nmorning. | lived al one,

not quite starving on what | had left after paying the rent, too shy and

m santhropic to take in a flatmate. Let alone a | over.

I was woken at four o'clock one Sunday afternoon, when the woman from Azci ak
called. | don't know what possessed me to let her in; usually | just waited in
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silence for doorknockers to go away. She didn't | ook nuch older than I was, and
her uniformwasn't all that different fromnine -- but it fit a great dea
better, and at least they didn't nake her wear a fucking baseball cap

I said, "Wiy should | let you put your shit inside ny head?"

"So you can participate nore fully in denbcracy." She'd been on a training
course on the Gold Coast.

"Denmocracy is a placebo." |'d read graffiti in Darlinghurst.

"We'll pay you twenty dollars a week."

"Forget it."

"Hard currency: US dollars, yen, euros -- whatever you like."
| signed.

| spent a day in hospital; they didn't need to cut nme open, but the scanning
equi prent they used, as they threaded the mcroel ectrodes through the bl ood
vessel s of ny brain, was bigger than ny entire flat. Then, under |oca
anaesthetic, they slipped the interface chip into a shallow incision at the back
of nmy neck.

When the engineers arrived to plug their little black box into ny phone, they

di scovered that | didn't have one, so they ended up paying for that, as well.
Once a day, the black box interrogated the chip ultrasonically, downl oading

what ever it had gl eaned about my opinions in the preceding twenty-four hours,
then passed the data on to the central conputer.

Surprise: nmy contribution to the Azciak Polls didn't tip any geopolitica

scal es. The parlianment of whores kept fawning to the Great Powers, cutting
spendi ng and rai sing prices whenever the |M- said junp, voting as required in
the UN each tinme another Third World country had to be bonbed into subm ssion. |
served Amazoni an beef and | daho potatoes to the cheerful, shaven-headed
psychopaths fromthe USS Schei sskopf when they flooded Kings Cross on R & R
dressed in their pigeon-shit-speckled canouflage, |ooking for something to fuck
that wasn't full of shrapnel, just for a change.

I was one of twenty thousand peopl e whose every desire was accessed and anal ysed
day by day, cross-tabul ated and di ssem nated to the nost powerful decision
makers in the country.

And | knew that it nmade no difference at all

Three Azciak creations were big, that year. | saw themall on the video jukebox
which sat in the corner of the restaurant (and which | apsed into MPronotiona
mode when it wasn't playing requests -- a prospect which guaranteed a steady

stream of customers nore than willing to feed it their change.) Linboland sang
about the transcendental power of rhythm in their videos, they strode like

gi ants over the urban wastel and, dispensing the stuff in the form of handfuls of
rai nbowcoloured glitter to the infinitely grateful nortals bel ow, who at once
st opped starving/shooting up/fighting each other, and took up robotic formation
danci ng i nstead. Echol alia sighed and noaned about the healing power of |ove, as
she slithered across a surreal |andscape of oiled naked skin, pausing between
verses to suck, stroke or screw sone conveni ent protuberance. MC Liberty ranted

about a world united by ... unity. And good posture: all we had to do was wal k
tall
One freezing, grey afternoon, woken by screaning in the flat downstairs, | |ay

in bed for an hour, staring up at the crunbling white plaster of the ceiling,
convinced (for the thousandth tine) that | was finally going insane.

There's only one problemwith living alone: every thought rebounds off the walls
of your skull, unanswered -- until the whole process of consciousness begins to
seem |l i ke nothing so much as talking to yourself. As a child, 1'd believed that
God was constantly reading nmy mind -- which mght sound crazy, but if it wasn't
true, then who was this nmonol ogue for? O course | had imaginary friends and

| overs, of course | invented conpanions to "share" the endl ess conversation
runni ng through nmy head -- but sonetinmes that del usion broke down, and there was
nothing to do but listen to ny own ranbling, and wonder how many pills it would
take to shut ne up for good.
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| didn't even own a radio, but ny neighbours were always nore than generous with
their owmn. And | heard you sing:
Don't you ever wonder
Wio fills nmy enpty bed?
Who keeps nme cold in the darkest hour?
Who | eaves the sil ence unbroken?
Don't you ever wonder
Whose heartbeat it is | don't hear?
Whose arns won't enfold ne?
Who won't be beside ne?
When life is unkind and unfair?
Wwn't you ever ASK ME
"Who' s going to make tonight
The | oneliest night of the year?"
Well, don't ask
You don't want to hear.
It's you.

My Iife was not transformed. | still wiped MVonit off the toilet floors every
night, still fished the syringes out of the bows (too buoyant to flush -- and
if they weren't renmpved qui ckly, people reused them. | still stared at the
coupl es wal king hand in hand in front of ne; still lingered behind themfor a
step or two, in the hope that sonething radiating out fromtheir bodies woul d
penetrate nmy own icy flesh

But | bought nyself a radio, and | waded through all the saccharine Iies about
peace and harnony, about strength and enpowernent, waiting to hear you sing
about ny pathetic, irrelevant Iife. And | think you know how sweet it was, to
hear just one voice of acceptance, just one voice of affirmation, just one voice

-- at last -- that rang true for ne.

And on those sl eepless afternoons when | lay al one, creating nyself out of

not hing, treading water with words, ny thoughts no | onger came echoing back to
me, proof of ny insanity. | knew exactly who | was speaking to, now, in the

conversation that defined ne.
I was speaking to you.

"The Loneliest Night of the Year" came in at number six, with a bullet. Not bad,
my friend. Half a dozen nore hits soon foll owed, knocking your human conpetitors
right out of the charts. The patronising arseholes now claimthat this was al
sonme kind of self-fulfilling prophecy, that people bought whatever the Azciak
comput ers churned out, sinply because they knew it "had to be" what they wanted
-- even if, in fact, it wasn't. That's not what they said at the tine, of
course; their sycophantic paeans to your "freshness" and "candour" and "bl eak
audacity" ran for pages.

| saw "you" one night, on the jukebox screen -- rendered, plausibly enough, as
four young nen with guitars, bass, and druns. If |I'd fed a dollar into the
machine, | could have had a printout of their "life stories"; for five, an

aut ographed portrait of the band, the signatures authentic and uni que; for ten,
the sane with a dedication. | didn't, though. | watched themfor a while; their
expressions ranged fromdistraction to faint enbarrassnent -- the way sone hunan

nmusi ci ans | ook, when they know that you know they're only m m ng.

So forgive ne if | didn't buy the tacky nmerchandise -- but | saved up my Azciak
paynents and bought a second-hand CD player, and | hunted down a music shop

whi ch stocked your al bums on "obsol ete" disks, for a quarter of the price of the
f ashi onabl e new ROVs.

O course | thought I'd hel ped shape you. You sang about ny life. | couldn't
have written a bar of the nusic, a word of the Iyrics, myself -- but | knew the
conmputers could take care of those technical details. The wires in nmy head
weren't there to extract any kind of talent; they were there to uncover ny
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deepest needs.

And they'd succeeded.

At the same time, | couldn't let nyself believe that |I'd sonehow conjured you up
on ny own, because -- apart fromthe preposterous vanity of it -- if | had, then
I was still doing nothing but talking to nyself. In any case, surely one person,
al one, coul d never have swayed the populist Azciak software. Anpbng the twenty
thousand participants in the poll, there had to be others -- hundreds, at |east
-- for whomyour words rang true as they did for ne.

| phoned the woman who' d signed me up. "Ch no, we couldn't possibly give you any
nanes," she said. "All our data is strictly confidential."

At work, in a five-minute md-shift break, | snuck into the manager's office and
cal l ed another branch of the Azciak organi sation. The voice that replied sounded
human to nme, but the icon flagging a sales sinmulacrumlit up

"You want to buy a direct nmailing list? Wuat selection paraneters did you have
in mnd?"

"What sel ection paranmeters are there?"

A menu appeared on the flatscreen of the phone:

[1] Geographic

[ 2] Soci oecononic

[3] Ethnic

[4] Aesthetic

[5] Political

[6] Enotional

| hesitated, then hit 6. The rest was easy enough; | just filled in the profile
requirenents as if | was describing nyself.

The charge was one thousand dollars. | typed in the nunber of the French Fries
pur chasi ng account, and the |ist was downl oaded into the phone. | copied it onto

a floppy disk, then erased it fromthe nenory.

You sang:
Here you are again
Caring about the wong things, again

Everyone el se nakes m stakes, | know

But at |east they nmake THE RI GHT ONES
Every day, | saw children half ny age wal king the streets of Kings Cross,
surviving on food scraps, fighting each other for the privilege of selling
thenselves to the tourists. Every day, | read of the deaths of hundreds of
t housands of people -- in famnes, in civil wars, and the | atest genocida

psychodr amas, designed to bolster the delicate egos of the nbst powerful nations
on Earth.

But | was powerless to change any of that. So | just closed ny eyes and dreant
about | ove.
And a dreamwas all it would ever be. The truth was, |I'd always known | was

not hing, no one: an object in the shape of a human, not to be nmistaken for the
real thing.

The wonder of it was, | kept on existing, day after day, year after year. | woke
every norning, and the whole bizarre joke -- the illusion of humanity -- stil
hadn't worn off. | had no choice but to eat and drink, to breathe, to shit, to
earn noney, to go through the notions -- but | always knew that to try to do
anyt hi ng nore woul d have been ridi cul ous.

I had as much right to be loved as | had to sprout wi ngs and fly.

I chose a nane fromthe list, alnpbst at random -- al though when | saw that he
lived in Adel aide, a twenty-hour bus ride away, | knew that was exactly what |'d
wanted. Not that |'d have needed an excuse to keep ny distance, if he'd lived
next door. What would | have said to hin? "I stole your nane from a dat abase.
know we have a lot in common. |'man antisocial enotional cripple, a bisexua
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virgin, a basket case. How about |unch? No? Dinner, then? Fuck that, let's go to
bed. "

Hi s name was Ben, and | dreanmt about him day and night -- conscious of, but
undeterred by, the ludicrous nature of ny obsession. | felt only slightly guilty
for trespassing on his privacy; as long as he remai ned unaware of the fact, 1'd
done himno tangible harm Besides, | didn't even know what he | ooked like, so
when | pictured "him" tangled in the sheets beside ne, it wasn't himat all. It
was just anot her fantasy.

And yet. | could never quite forget that he was real -- and that he was, | knew,
every bit as desperate and lonely as | was. |'d imagined a thousand | overs
before, and I'd shanel essly stolen the faces of a thousand strangers -- without

believing for a moment than | ever would neet, ever would speak to, ever would
touch, the flesh-and-bl ood versions. It was unthinkabl e.
Wth Ben, it was not unthinkabl e.
Not quite.
And you sang:

Meet me on a dark street

Away fromtheir laughter and lies

No, you don't want to see ny ugly sou

But ny hands can still keep you warm

Meet ne on a quiet street

The only stranger in town

And we'll step behind the railway |line

And see whose love is blind
Alone in my room | listened, and dreanmed, and told you nmy dreans. Did | dream
about | ove because you sang about |ove, or was it the other way round? Did you
sing to affirmmy life, or did | live to affirmyour songs?
I don't know. | still don't know.

My theft was discovered, of course, and it didn't take nuch investigating to
find the culprit. My own nane was on the stolen mailing list -- and when the
keystroke timng signature for the phone call in question was conpared with the
staff cash register records, only one person matched.
The nmanager didn't press charges, he just sacked nme on the spot. (M conrades
cheered.) | walked all the way home, giddy with freedom intoxicated by every
breath of the cool night air, staring up at the lights of Market Street's
unrent abl e skyscrapers as if |I'd never seen them before in ny life.
I told nyself: | must have planned it this way all along; one snall shock to the
system that's all | needed, to snap nme out this trance, to wake nme fromthis
sleep I've called life.
As | wal ked, | sang:

You never have lived

And you never will live

Because you' ve never wanted to

But in ny arns

And in ny bed

We'll find a substitute
First thing in the norning, | hocked nmy ancient CD player, put everything
owned into a suitcase (the Azciak black box included), and bought a ticket for
Adel ai de.

The bus driver said he liked both kinds of music -- Country and Western -- and
he sure hoped that we did, too. Those of us who hadn't brought protection went
through hell; 1'd never thought I'd find nyself ready to kill for a Wl knan.

I still had your songs, though, etched into ny nenory, and the closer | drewto
nmy destination, the more convinced | becane that you were with ne, guiding ne.
It didn't seemlike such a strange idea; you had no body of your own, no senses
of your own. Only the songs made you real, and if they were in ny head, then so
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were you.
Yes it's true, | travelled a thousand mles
Just to be beside you
And it's true, | gave up a "life" of ny own
Just to follow your trai
And if all I've ever been, and all |'ve ever owned

Is no great price in your eyes
Wwon't you give ne
One last snile
Bef ore you wal k away?
Farmi and and bushl and, forest and desert alike were all reduced to sepia by the

bus's tinted windows -- and in the late afternoon the | andscape was swal | owed
conpletely by the glare of sunlight on the scratched gl ass.

When night fell, the driver regaled us with a non-stop selection of Nashville's
greatest lullabies. | gritted ny teeth and stared out the window. Wth the
reading lights on all around ne, | could see nothing but my own reflection; just

after m dni ght, though, the | ast of themwent out, and | watched the grey
starlit desert pass by.

Spendi ng noney like a dying nan, | took a taxi across the awakening city. | was
sick with fear -- but cushioned by a m xture of adrenaline and | ack of sleep
Part of me knew that the whole journey, the whole idea, had been insane fromthe
start, and wanted nothing nore than to be back in ny room dissolving into a

m asma of | oneliness and sensory deprivation. But part of nme argued, fearlessly:
How do you know you won't be welcone? If a stranger travelled hal f-way across
the country to your door, wouldn't you take himin?

The buil di ng was shabby, dil api dated, denoralising, and utterly famliar -- and
inawy, that filled ne with hope, as if the nore we had in common, the nore
likely he was to understand why | was here. | grew nunb as | clinbed the stairs,
my senses retreating into nmy skull even as ny feet kept working. 1'd felt the
same way as a child, when I'd clinbed to the top of the sw nmng pool's diving
tower. (I1'd turned around and clinbed all the way down again.)

What woul d | do, when he opened the door? I'd planned to speak a line fromone
of your songs, but | still hadn't nmade a choice -- and by now, half your words
had deserted ne, and the rest seened inpossibly clunsy. If they were stilted
even in ny head, how would they sound on ny |ips?

Wien | reached the seventh floor, | didn't hesitate or retreat: | wal ked
strai ght down the corridor -- and right past his door. What could | say to hinf
| couldn't tell the truth, or anything like it -- not straight away. | needed a
pretext. | stood at the end of the corridor, frantically sifting clichés:

Looking for sone other tenant. G ven the wong address. Just noved in
downstairs, and wondering if | could borrow ...

I couldn't doit. It nmade no difference how far |I'd travelled, or howlong I'd
dreant of this monent. | couldn't knock on that door.

If I ran into him though, in the corridor, on the stairs ... if we struck up a
conversation, | could tell himthat | was newin town, searching for a place to
stay. I'd come to this building to rent a room but there'd been sonme ni stake,
it had already been taken ..

And he'd ook me in the eye and say: | have plenty of roomto spare. Let ne show
you.

It was half past seven in the norning. Ben worked in a nusic shop; | knew that
much fromthe stolen data. He'd be on his way, soon enough. Al | had to do was
wai t .

So | stood by the stairwell, swaying, dizzy with fear. | knew this was ny only
chance. If | failed, I'd vanish fromthe face of the Earth. If | failed, ny

| onel i ness would open up its jaws and swallow ne. If | failed, 1'd die.

I still don't know, to this day, what it was you wanted fromus. Sone kind of

vi cari ous happi ness? Sone kind of second-hand | ove? Qut of twenty thousand
peopl e, then, why did you choose the |oneliest, the saddest; why did you choose
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the ones with so little hope?
Unl ess in your heart, you knew that you were just like us. Just like nme: a
human- shaped obj ect, nothing nore. Not to be mistaken for the real thing.

The door opened, and Ben stepped out. | was suddenly very calm He didn't | ook
threatening, or unapproachable. 1'd been afraid that he might be inpossibly --
unattai nably -- handsone; he wasn't. | knew | could talk to him Maybe it was ny

i magi nati on, but | would have sworn that | could nmake out the faint scar on the
back of his neck, proof that |1'd come to the right place, proof that |I'd found

the right person.

He didn't |ook at ne as he approached; he stared at the ground, just as | would

have done. Desperate for guidance, | imagined nyself in his place, inmagined a
friendly stranger trying to strike up a conversation. Then the fog cleared from
my brain, and | knew exactly what |1'd feel: suspicion, then disbelief ... and
then sheer panic. At the first sign of the threat of hunman contact, |'d recoil
I'd flee.

| kept silent. He wal ked past nme, down the stairs.

I found an unvandal i sed phone booth, took the black box frommy suitcase, and
plugged it in. It cane alive at once, red lights flashing, dragging the overdue
data out of ny head in one long, silent scream
Afterwards, | wal ked aimessly, until | stunmbled across a snmall café. There were
no other custoners; | sat there sipping coffee, staring at the jukebox in the
corner. It was playing an ad for Pepsi, or the |latest song from Radi cal Doubt;
couldn't tell which.
I put a coinin the slot, and then knelt beside the nachine -- so close that the
i mge on the screen becane nothing but a blur of coloured |light.
And you sang:

Dry your eyes

Don't be sad

You' re worthl ess

Your tears mean nothing at al

If you live and you die

In adream inalie

Who will ever be the wiser?

Cl ose your eyes

Don't be sad

You' re worthl ess

Your pain nmeans nothing at all

Unseen and unknown

Alive but al one

Wy end a life

That's no life at all?

You were right, of course. And | swallowed no pills; instead, | bought nyself a
map, wal ked out to the highway, and hitch-hiked all the way hone.
That was your |ast song -- before the Azciak people fixed the glitch, corrected

the aberration. The official story (fromthe PR rel ease, to the torrent of

i nstant "bi ographies", to the sleeve notes of the tasteful, black-1ined,
Menorial Coll ected Wrks boxed set): the | ead singer of Wrthless had overdosed
on vodka and Nenbutal, victimof a broken heart. | still have photos fromthe
magazi nes of crowds of sobbing fans, carrying "your" picture aloft.

I never joined those tearful nobs. | never even nourned you in private. | don't
know if you're still in there, somewhere; conceal ed, transformed,

unrecogni sable. It's not inpossible, is it? (After all, would you recogni se ne?)
And if you're not? If you really have gone forever?

Then here | am again. Caring about the wong things, again.

And tal king to nyself.
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© Greg Egan 1992, 1998
This story first appeared in the anthology In Dreans, edited by Ki m Newran and
Paul J MAul ey, Gollancz, 1992.
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