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						 ADAM-TROY CASTRO
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 EGO TO GO
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Artemus Feeble's greatest asset as a Persona Tailor had always been his ability
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 to know what the customer needed at first glance. Not merely what the customer
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 wanted-- that was easy. But knowing what the customer needed: that was a
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 different knack entirely, one that marked the dividing line between the merchant
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 and the artist.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 His talents had served him well over the years; he'd moved from humble
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 beginnings sculpting trendy neuroses for theSoho crowd, to his humble but
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 lucrative sinecure in the Megalopolis Galleria, where he set up shop after that
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 vast shopping mall elected a governor and declared statehood. True, his store
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 was just a hole in the wall, really, tucked between an anal hypnotist and an
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 endorphin bar; and he deliberately kept it tacky to honor the long and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 distinguished tradition of talented backstreet tailors-- but the grunge was as
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 much a simulation as his stooped back and liver-spotted scalp. Anybody who
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 sampled his work knew that Feeble was among the best.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Take the pudgy man who wandered in at17:37 Metriday afternoon. Feeble pegged
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 him as the sort of man who felt embarrassed all the time, by everything he said
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 or did, and therefore tried to be as anonymous as possible. At this the poor
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 fellow ultimately failed; though he'd stuffed himself into the kind of suit
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 designed to be invisible against any background (a suit of real cloth, not
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 see-thru plastic or holographic projection), the powerful blush that had taken
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 up permanent residence on his cheeks made his face stand out like a searchlight.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Feeble registered all that, and, incongruously, the man's eyes (which were a
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 remarkably bright shade of blue he couldn't recall ever having seen before --
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the kind of blue that even the sky itself achieved only in poetry written by shy
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 thirteen-year-old girls), before he turned his attention back to the flashily
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 dressed young lady already standing at his formica counter. "It's up and
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 running," he said, in his usual yiddish intonation. "If you ever need any
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 adjustments, let me know."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The young lady flashed an improbably dazzling smile and floated out the battered
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 wooden doorway on wings of pure bliss. The pudgy man watched her until she
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 disappeared up the gleaming escalator to the garden level. "S-she looks happy."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "She is, now. Deliriously. She'll never be in a bad mood again. She'll never
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 even be cranky. She'll also be incredibly annoying, but there's always a
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 trade-off. And you, mister? How may I help you?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 The pudgy man dabbed his forehead with a sonic hankie, which emitted a chorus of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 high-pitched squeaks as the sweat beads vaporized. "Well, I, uh...hmmmm. This is
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 embarrassing."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "I'm not surprised," Feeble said. "Let's start with your name, shall we?"
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 "Porter," the pudgy man ventured, in the quaver of a man never at rest even in
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 his own skin. Almost at once he licked his lips, turned a sickly
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 fishbelly-white, and looked away, studying the various low-rent furnishings of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Feeble's miniscule waiting room -- the three folding chairs, the standing
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 ashtray gray with recent ash, and the coffee table covered with issues of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Personality Today. "I mean, Wallace? Wallace Porter? I was -- I mean, I was told
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 to come here by somebody I work with? Annie, I mean, Annette Crosby? You know
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 her?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Certainly," Feeble said. Annette was one of his regular customers: the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 parthenogenic only child of virtual sex magnates Janet and Enid Crosby, who
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 liked to stop by over lunch to pick up an adorable giggle or temporary/Parisian
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 accent for a dinner engagement. Feeble liked Annette, even when she was being
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 fashionably unlikeable. He fingered the fatty tape measure he wore around his
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 shoulders as an old-fashioned badge of office, adjusted his traditional
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 bifocals, and prompted, "She sent you here.?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Yes, I, uh, was, sort of, apologizing to her, for uh, something I'd said to her
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 the week before, that I wasn't entirely sure she hadn't taken the wrong way,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 because, uh, I don't really want to give offense, because I'm not that kind of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 person, and, uh, she sort of gave out this big loud sigh and said that I should
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 come here. She, uh," Porter's blush was now as bright red as aCaribbean sunset,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "said I should buy an Ego."
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 "She's right. You need one."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Porter looked like he would have been happier cowering under the musty carpeting
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 with the rest of the insects. "I'm sorry."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Feeble slammed his fist against the countertop, raising a mushroom cloud of
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 carefully placed dust. "Don't apologize! That's the major problem with people
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 like you -- you're always apologizing! You believe that every single move you
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 make causes the world mortal offense, and therefore you either shy away from
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 doing anything even remotely self-assertive, or fall all over yourself making
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 excessive amends for words and deeds that never really required amends in the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 first place. In the process, you reduce yourself to a forgettable cipher at best
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 and a major-league annoyance at worst. For God's sake, Mr. Porter, we're not
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 living in medieval times, when people actually had to live with a handicap like
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 that! Why didn't you get this fixed long ago?
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Porter addressed an invisible person somewhere in the vicinity of his plain
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 brown shoes. "I'm s-- I mean, I guess I never realized it was a problem."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "You treat yourself like a criminal and you never realized it was a problem.?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "I guess I thought I deserved it," said Porter.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Feeble appraised him critically, then disappeared behind the deliberately tacky
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 curtain (faded flowers in a shade of old tobacco stains), into the dimly lit
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 closet, returning with a metallic disk that reflected the single overhead bulb
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						 with a burst of incandescent color that bounced rainbows off the beads f sweat
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 on Porter's forehead. "Here. Try this on."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Porter's eyes bugged.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "Surely this can't be your first prosthetic!"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "No," Porter said, in the awed tones of a man reliving a long-forgotten horror.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "When I was two years old, I was last in my class to learn Differential
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Calculus. My parents fitted me with a 75-G Sony Prosthetic Genius for Math. They
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 didn't remove it until I was seven. It was years before I learned to communicate
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 with other people without using polynomials."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "That was a less enlightened age," Feeble assured him. "I myself was a
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 spectacularly unlikeable child and was almost ruined for life by a prosthetic
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Cute. But these days we know how to properly adjust the prosthetic to the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 individual personality. We can even implant them subdermally so nobody knows
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 you're wearing them. Go ahead. Try it."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 Porter nodded wanly and placed the disk on his forehead. All at once his entire
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 bearing changed. He stood up straight -- gaining two inches of height in the
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 process-- shrugged his shoulders experimentally, and for the very first time,
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 smiled. "Wow."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						 "You're a wimp," Feeble said, his face rippling with waves of palpable disgust.
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