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PARABLU


 


“Mom! Mom! I’ve got a
headache again!” Jimmy took off his headset and began to cry. Grace rushed
upstairs to see what was happening.


When she entered the
room, she found her son in tears and lying on the bed with both hands covering
his head.


“It’s hurting me!” said
the young boy between sobs.


“Oh, honey,” She said
almost crying herself.  She kissed him gently on his head and hugged him.


“Soon it’ll pass,” she
said softly. “Now lie down while I’m going to prepare a cold pack to put on
your forehead.” Jimmy did as he was told as Grace went to the kitchen
downstairs.


This wasn’t the first
time Jimmy had a migraine and it probably wasn’t going to be the last, she
thought. Initially, she believed the cause of the headaches had something to do
with his eyesight. Jimmy was eight and it was around the same age that her ex-husband
had begun wearing glasses. Yet the eyesight visit showed that Jimmy had a
perfect vision, 20/20.


The migraines had begun
shortly after the introduction of the new online school program, a privately
funded program to further the school district’s curriculum at home and which
was quickly spreading in other districts as well. Jimmy came home one day with
a special headset designed for him to connect directly to a virtual version of
school and to a virtual tutor. Grace had thought that they had given her son a
faulty headset and so she returned it to the school and requested a new one.
Yet the migraines didn’t go away. On the contrary, what started as a sporadic
symptom began to increase in frequency. They had now reached the point that
every time Jimmy put on the headset and connected to the online school, he was
sure to get a headache. And now Grace was becoming seriously worried.


She had spoken with
Jimmy’s teachers asking whether he could be at least temporarily exonerated
from the Knowledge Network activity, but they had replied that the District
Board had made such activity an integral part of the school experience and that
failure to participate in it would mean failure to move to fourth grade. She
had later come to know, unofficially from one of the teachers, that failure to
include all students in the program would mean failure to receive new school
funds from Anamast, the search engine company that was sponsoring the entire
program.


She had then gone to
Jimmy’s pediatrician to ask whether he could sponsor somehow her request to the
School Board supporting it with medical reasons. But the doctor did not find
anything wrong in Jimmy and the only thing he did was to suggest taking him to
the Neuroscience Institute for a more detailed examination. It was only when
she left his study that she noticed the Anamast calendar on his wall.


Grace had diligently
followed up on the doctor’s instructions and had scheduled an appointment at
the Institute. Hopefully, someone there would be able to finally give her some
answers, she thought. With the tray ready, she went back up to Jimmy’s room.
She found him still tossing and turning on the bed. The headaches would last an
hour or so and then they would go away. She had tried with aspirins and other
medications, but nothing seemed to work. After their divorce, her ex-husband
moved to Australia and there had never been a moment that she had wished him
back but now she would have liked to have someone else there to support her.


The following day,
mother and son made their way downtown where the Neuroscience Institute was
located. It was an impressive, brand new facility made entirely of glass which
had been inaugurated just a few months before, in December of 2015. Grace and
Jimmy had arrived early in the morning and had stopped to admire the
breathtaking entrance. In front of the crystal monolith, there was a gigantic,
bronze sculpture of the human brain which reigned over the large, white marble
plaza.


Grace took Jimmy by the
hand and walked past the huge sculpture. “Wow mom, is this a dinosaur’s brain?”
asked Jimmy.


“No honey, it’s a sculpture
of the human brain. They built it here because this is the place where doctors
study it.”


“Are they going to
study my brains too?” he asked.


Grace didn’t reply as
she didn’t know exactly what they would do to her son. Inside the main
building, they approached the round reception booth. It was empty but as soon
as Grace came close, the booth came to life and a holographic image of a smiling
nurse materialized inside it.


“Welcome to the
Neuroscience Institute, how can I help you?” she said warmly.


“I have a visit
scheduled for my son James Rodier, at eleven with Doctor uh, Doctor…” Grace had
forgotten the Doctor’s name and was quickly looking inside her purse for the
piece of paper.


“With Doctor Tanaka. 3rd
floor, room 112. Just follow the orange lines to the elevator,” replied the
artificial image promptly.


Grace repeated the
directions as if trying to make a mental note of it, “3rd floor room
112.”


“Is there anything else
I may help you with?” asked the virtual nurse in a slight metallic accent.


“No thank you, that’s
fine,” replied Grace.


“Thank you for using
the Neuroscience Institute,” said the Nurse before disappearing.


Grace and Jimmy went to
the elevators indicated by the orange line. While waiting for the lift, Grace
noticed a plate on the wall which had been placed there to commemorate the day
the Institute had opened. The plate reminded everyone that the creation of the
Institute had been made possible only thanks to a very generous donation made
by Anamast Corporation.


When they arrived at the
waiting room outside room 112, there was only another man waiting outside. They
sat down waiting for their turn.


Jimmy was tapping his
feet nervously. Grace noticed it. “Stop it Jimmy! There is another person
waiting and you’re bothering him.”


The man sitting to the
right of Jimmy finally looked at him and smiled. “You nervous?”


Jimmy nodded.


The man whispered, “Me
too. I hate going to the hospital.”


Jimmy smiled and
whispered back, “me too.”


Now Grace looked at
both of them. The man, in his forties, had something about him, an innocent
expression that made Grace feel at ease.


“John Davy,” he said as
he leaned his right hand towards her and over Jimmy’s head.


“Grace Rodier, nice to
meet you,” she said as she shook it.


“Are you here for
Doctor Tanaka?” he asked.


“Yes, it’s for him. He
suffers from chronic headaches.”


John now looked at
Jimmy. His expression changed as Grace noticed a worried look on his face.


 “You suffer from
headaches as well?” she asked him.


John nodded. Although
he kept his courteous smile, Grace could see that something was bothering the
man. Maybe talking about his personal health was not something he felt
comfortable talking about she thought, so she did not insist further.


They left him in the
waiting room as a muffled voice in a speaker called for Jimmy.


Inside, an Asian man
with silver hair and a white robe was standing in the middle of the room with
his hands in his pockets. He kneeled down to Jimmy and smiled reassuringly.
“What is your name young man?”


“Jimmy,” replied the boy
shyly.


“Jimmy, nice to meet
you. I’m Doctor Tanaka. What seems to be the problem?”


“My head hurts.”


“Mm, that is a problem.
Your head should not hurt at this age. You should start having headaches when
you start dating girls!” he said laughingly while turning to Grace. Grace
smiled courteously although she didn’t find it particularly funny.


“Well let’s see now,”
said Tanaka turning serious again. “Let’s begin by running a scan of your head.
Come inside here young fellow.”


The doctor led the boy
inside a vertical, semi open white cylinder. “There,” said the doctor. “Just
relax and keep straight.” Jimmy did as he was told although he was looking
nervously towards Grace.


“Relax young man,” said
the Doctor, “this won’t hurt a bit.” He then pressed a button and the white
cylinder came to life. The luminosity of the white cylinder increased as a
green laser beam began to scan Jimmy’s head from top to bottom all the way to
the neck and then up again. Doctor Tanaka had now put on his headset and was
busy reading the real-time results of the scan.


Grace stood there
silently worried about the possible results of the scan. She had done a
research on the many possible reasons for children’s headaches. Most of them
were not reassuring to say the least.


Doctor Tanaka was not
saying anything but only grunting and mumbling every time a reading came out.
The scan finally terminated and Doctor Tanaka performed other tests on Jimmy.


Thirty minutes later,
Jimmy was given a candy and told to wait outside.


Grace sat down; bracing
herself for what could be terrible news.


“Is everything all
right with Jimmy Doctor?” she asked trying to decipher the look in his eyes.


Doctor Tanaka was now
looking at his monitor, not saying anything. He finally raised his eyes from
the screen and looked at Grace reassuringly. “Yes, Mrs. Rodier, Jimmy’s fine.
There’s nothing wrong with him. I have had similar cases like him and usually
what it boils down to is a lack of glucose particularly accentuated in moments
of excess cerebral activity. In Jimmy’s case, this obviously happens more often
than in other children.”


Grace hesitated for a
moment but then finally asked, “So it’s not something serious?”


Tanaka smiled and said:
“No, it’s just a lack of sugar that we need to compensate. That’s all. Your son
is fine, Mrs. Rodier.”


“Oh thank God. Thank
you, thank you, Doctor,” she said, finally relieved of the news. “So what do I
need to do, give him more sweets?”


“No, of course not,” replied
laughingly Tanaka. “There is a particular medicine I’ll give you the
prescription for. It’s called Parablu. Jimmy should take two doses a day; one
in the morning before going to school and one in the afternoon before he starts
his homework. It should do the trick… Oh and it’s free too. It’s paid by
Anamast, our major donor. Just go with this to your pharmacist and he’ll know
what to do.”


Tanaka gave Grace a
pink slip and shook her hand. “Thank you so much, Doctor,” she said.  She was
about to close the door when she remembered about the other man waiting
outside. “Should I leave the door open for your next patient?” she asked.


“Oh no, you can close
it. I’m actually about to leave myself. I have no other patients today,” he
replied.


Puzzled by his remarks,
Grace closed the door and went over to the waiting room. No one was there. The
man they had met while waiting for Doctor Tanaka had left.


They had just exited
the hospital when that same man approached Grace.


 “Did he tell you to
take the beverage?” he asked nervously.


“Oh God you scared me!”
said Grace trying to be polite but in reality surprised by the fact that the
man seemed to be waiting just for them.


“He told you to give
him the drink, didn’t he?” the man had now raised his voice.


“I’m sorry I don’t
understand what you are talking about,” said Grace now worried that the man may
have been at the Institute for mental disorders rather than for headaches.


“Don’t do it! It’s
poison! I know the real reason for those headaches.” He now seemed growingly
anxious and was looking around as if afraid of something or someone.


Suddenly many people
turned around looking at them. “They’re using them, Grace! They’re using our
children!” He then took out a small piece of paper and handed it to Grace.
“Here, if anything strange happens to Jimmy from now on, read him this. Do it
for your son Grace!” It was the last thing she heard before the man turned
around and quickly vanished amongst the crowd.


“Mom?” now Jimmy began
to worry too. “Mom what did he mean?”


“Nothing dear. It’s
just that he is not feeling well.” She said still shaken. She put the piece of
paper in her pocket. “Come on, let’s go get some ice cream” she then said to
her son and managed to get him smiling again.


Back home Grace was
studying the blue plastic bottles of Parablu that the pharmacist had given her.
They came in packs of twenty bottles of 8 fluid ounces each. She read the
ingredients on the label: Aqua, AddBlue, Glucose, Sodium, Natural Flavorings.


What in God’s name is
AddBlue she thought to herself?  She was going to do a search on it later on.


She thought again about
the man in front of the hospital. Then she thought about the pharmacist. “I
only have twenty bottles here Grace but I’ll reorder them. I can’t order them
fast enough!” she recalled him saying laughingly. It can’t be that bad if so
many people use it, she thought to herself.


With this in mind, she
went to her son’s room to give him the first dose of the day.


When he took a sip from
the glass, Jimmy almost threw up. “Mom it’s disgusting! It’s oily and smells
like gasoline.”  Grace put her nose near the glass full of the blue, oily
beverage and instinctively pushed the glass away. Then, conscious that her
gesture was not a reassuring one for her son, she brought the glass near her
nose again.


“Honey, it’s the only
way we can make your headaches go away,” she said speaking softly to him while
caressing his hair. “Come on now, drink it up. It’s good for you.”


Jimmy did as he was
told but threw up the entire portion of the blue substance on the bed.


“I can’t! It’s too
disgusting!” he said crying again.


They tried again, this
time mixing it with some orange juice, but it had the same result. They tried a
third time and this time Grace, notwithstanding her son’s tears, held her son’s
mouth shut until the beverage finally went all the way down.


“There. Good boy Jimmy.
Don’t throw up now.” She waited several minutes in his room to make sure the
drink wasn’t coming back up again.


Finally, Jimmy said,
“It’s strange, I feel like my head is cold now Mom.”


“Must be the effect of
the medicine,” she replied somewhat perplexed. The bottles had not been
refrigerated.


“Does it bother you?”
she asked her son.


“No,” he replied. “It’s
just weird,” and soon after put on his Anamast headset on and began to do his
homework.


She stayed in his room
for a while but then, when Jimmy seemed not to suffer from any side effects or
headaches she left, finally relieved. It’s working, she thought.


That night she couldn’t
sleep. The thought of the man in front of the hospital had scared her. She got
up from bed and put on her headset. A virtual search agent popped up. “Hello
Grace, welcome back to Anamast’s Knowledge Center. What would you like to
know?”


She hesitated for a
moment and then whispered “Parablu”, almost as if afraid that someone could
have heard her.


The agent came back
immediately with lots of information on the subject. “Parablu is a glucose-based
medicine used in severe cases of headaches and migraines. It has been developed
by Humana LLC, a medical start-up based in Los Angeles. Shareholders include
Anamast Corporation, Angel Ventures I and Golden Gate Energy.”


She then did a search
on AddBlue.


“BlueAdd is a
refrigerating fluid in use for both primary and secondary systems in …”


The Agent had mistaken
the search, mismatching the word, thought Grace. She turned her NetView device
off and went back to bed, as she was too tired to continue.


The next day after she
had brought Jimmy to school, she stopped to speak with a group of moms who
always stayed a bit longer after the school bell to talk over a cup of coffee.


She tried to casually
introduce the argument although she was worried about their reaction.


“Has anyone of you ever
heard of a medicine called Parablu?” she asked.


“Sure,” said one of the
mothers, “it’s for children’s headaches. It works, but it stinks.”


“I thought it was an
energy drink for teens,” said another.


Relieved, Grace now
felt like a fool for doubting Doctor Tanaka.


When Jimmy got back
from school, Grace had already prepared the dose of Parablu to give him. The
headaches had stopped and he had now learned to gulp the liquid down without
throwing up every time. The smell of gasoline began to permeate the kitchen as
soon as she had opened the blue bottle, but that was something both of them got
used to as well.


After Jimmy had taken
the medicine he went upstairs, ready to begin his homework as always while
Grace began to think what to order for dinner at the online market. She had
written list down but couldn’t find it and also searched inside her pockets.
She took out a crumpled piece of paper. Realizing that it wasn’t the shopping
list, she was about to throw it away but curious to see what was written on it,
she unfolded it.


It was a small blank
sheet of paper with the exception of one sentence printed in the middle:


 


Did Eve Lie Evoking The
Eternal Adorable Lost Love


 


She then remembered the
incident with the strange man in front of the Neuroscience Institute. It seemed
to be senseless jargon and Grace threw it in the waste bin. She began to browse
the online market’s offers through her NetView device, but the ominous words of
the man at the hospital continued to echo in her mind. The thought that somehow
her son was in danger gave her a feeling of uneasiness. She turned off the
NetView and opted for a homemade dinner. She began to chop some vegetables but
stopped almost immediately. She opened the trashcan and took the wrinkled piece
of paper. She left the kitchen and went upstairs to her son’s room.


Jimmy was busy
explaining the solar system to his virtual tutor and did not hear his mother
come in.


Grace walked slowly
behind Jimmy who was now talking about Jupiter.


“Jupiter is the largest
planet within our solar system…”


Grace looked at her
son. She hesitated for a moment.


“Jupiter has sixteen
moons surrounding it…”


She took a deep breath
and then she read the words on the piece of paper, “Did Eve Lie Evoking The
Eternal Adorable Lost Love.”


“The Solar System…”
Immediately Jimmy stopped talking. After a few seconds, he began to talk again
but this time he began to mumble words which seemed incomprehensible to Grace.
She went closer to him trying to decipher his talking.


“Delete file syn.pll.dll, Delete
file sys.45.evs., Delete ae8069.register.sn, Delete…”


Jimmy continued his
monolog as if in a state of trance. After a few minutes, Grace, worried, began
to shake her son. She took off his headset and found to her dismay that he was
with his eyes closed. “Jimmy? Jimmy?” But Jimmy would not stop his jabbering.


Worried, she did not
know what to do. Should she call an ambulance? Should she call Doctor Tanaka?
Yes, maybe that would be a good idea. She rushed downstairs to get her NetView
and contacted Doctor Tanaka.


Fortunately for Grace,
Tanaka replied almost immediately. “What is it, Mrs. Rodier? I’m busy with a
patient right now!”


He remembered her
immediately. That should have been a good thing although something told her
that was another alarm bell. “I’m sorry Doctor Tanaka, but it’s an emergency.
It’s my son Jimmy, he was doing his homework and oh I don’t know how I could be
so foolish”


“What happened to Jimmy
Mrs. Rodier?” he asked.


“I told him this stupid
sentence while he was doing his homework and all of a sudden he just stopped
and began to say something incomprehensible and he’s been going on with his
eyes closed for the last ten minutes like this and…I need help! I don’t know
what to do!”


The Doctor’s voice was
now hissing through the NetView, “What did you tell your son Mrs. Rodier?”


“I read him these
words. They seemed senseless and I don’t know why I even…”


“What did you tell
him?” Tanaka interrupted her and Grace was taken back by his nervous reaction.


“I told him…” she
paused as she opened her fist to read from the piece of paper that had ignited
everything.


When she finished
Tanaka did not say anything but just put his hands on his face and shook his
head. 


“What does it mean?
What did it do to my son?” Grace was now in tears. She felt helpless and
confused.


“Do not do anything now
Mrs. Rodier,” Tanaka finally said in a low voice. “An ambulance will come
immediately to your house. We must recover Jimmy here at the Institute. Do not
speak with anyone else about this incident. We will take care of it.”


“Oh God, I’m sorry, I…”


“You should be sorry!”
replied Tanaka furiously, “You may very well be charged with an attempt to your
son’s well-being!”


“Oh no, please! I
didn’t mean to,” said Grace in despair.


“Stay there Mrs. Rodier
and for God’s sakes do not do anything else. We will be there soon enough.” And
with that, Tanaka closed the connection.


She turned off her
NetView in tears. She rushed upstairs again where Jimmy was still talking
nonsense with his eyes closed. The doorbell rang. Grace ran downstairs
surprised at how quickly the medics had taken to come to her house. But when
she opened the door she found John Davy instead, the false patient at the hospital.


Before he could say
anything, Grace screamed and began to punch him. “You bastard! What have you
done to my son?”


“I’m saving him,” said
Davy while trying to fend off Grace’s attacks. He finally managed to hold her
arms. “Let me go!” screamed Grace, now trying to kick him.


“We don’t have much
time!” shouted Davy “We need to go before they come and get us. Jimmy should be
almost finished now. Where is he?”


“Almost finished? What
are you talking about?” said Grace now even more lost and confused.


Davy now looked at her
straight in the eyes. “Listen to me! They’re transforming our children into
their storage centers. Jimmy is now deleting all the information they’ve
transferred onto him through the network. Most children can’t handle the load
and that’s why they give them the cooling liquid, so that their brains cool
off.”


“What are you talking
about? Who is they?” asked Grace not knowing what to believe anymore.


“Anamast,” answered
John.


Grace was taken back by
what she had just heard.


“Mom!”


As soon as she heard
Jimmy, Grace turned around and saw her son coming down the stairs. She
immediately dashed towards him and hugged him like she had never hugged him
before.


“Mom what happened?
What’s going on?”


“I don’t know honey,”
she said whispering and kissing him on the head. She then turned again towards
the man standing in front the entrance.


Davy was looking
outside as if waiting for someone to arrive. “We need to go Grace. People from
Anamast will be here soon and they will take him.”


“I don’t believe you,”
said Grace.


“They will take him to
the Neuroscience Institute and find a pretext to keep him there, but Jimmy is
fine Grace. It’s the information that they are slowly injecting in him every day
that is making him sick.”


“Information? What on
earth are you talking about? What kind of information?” asked Grace incredulously.


“Information about
anything. We have to leave. Now!” said Davy taking Grace’s arm.


“We are not going
anywhere!” said Grace releasing herself. “I am not leaving my house. When
Doctor Tanaka comes here, he will give me a plausible explanation.”


“Grace, please trust
me,” said John.


“I want you to leave
right now.”


John stood there for a
moment looking at her intently. Then, with a sad look he finally muttered “very
well,” and hurriedly left the house.


Grace then looked at
her son, and only then realized that his clothes were full of the bluish
liquid. He had vomited all the medicine. She caressed him and he began to cry.
“Mom, what are they going to do to me now?”


“Nothing honey I promise,”
she said soothingly.


They then heard the
sirens of an ambulance approaching and soon after they saw it park in front of
their house. Grace immediately recognized Doctor Tanaka coming out of the
vehicle. There were two paramedics with him dressed in fluorescent orange
jumpsuits. They had Anamast written on their back.


“You are a foolish
woman!” said Tanaka when he arrived at the porch.


“Do you know how much
money Anamast invests every year in each child?”


“I don’t understand,”
replied Grace, now even more confused.


Tanaka did not seem to
care about her as he pressed on, “And all we ask in return is that they store
some information for us. It’s not a high price to pay now is it?”


“What are you talking
about?” said Grace, now sensing that something was wrong.


“No one wants computers
anymore. They use too much energy, they can’t be recycled. And yet everyone
wants information. Well, it has to be stored somewhere, somehow, and children
are perfect for this.”


Tanaka then took out
what seemed to be to Grace some kind of weapon as the doctor held it firmly in
his right hand, similar to a laser gun she had often the police with.


“We sometimes have
cases, like Jimmy’s, of the brain overheating but all you had to do was keep
giving him Parablu and he would have been fine.”


“Mom!” shouted Jimmy in
a scared voice.


“But no, you had to
delete all of Jimmy’s hard disk. I’m afraid we’ll have to take him to the
institute for some maintenance.”


“Mooom!”


Suddenly another huge
amount of the blue liquid came squirting out from Jimmy’s mouth towards Tanaka
and the two paramedics. The three men instinctively tried to protect themselves
but it was too late and amidst that brief moment of confusion, Grace suddenly
knew what to do. 


Taking Tanaka and the
paramedics by surprise, she rushed out of her house with Jimmy firmly in her
arms and began to run as fast as she could towards her car without looking
back.


She pressed the start
button and without waiting for the engine to come alive she immediately gave
gas making the car dash away from the house with a screaming sound.


“You can’t escape from
progress Mrs. Rodier!” were the last words she heard before getting on the car
and leaving.


“Where are we going
mom?” asked Jimmy, still frightened.


“Somewhere where
progress won’t find us,” she said as she gave him a gentle caress.


 







 






 

LEVEL 10


 


It was almost eight pm.
Traffic estimates indicated that ninety percent of the entire community’s users
had logged on and were eagerly waiting for the weekly online quiz on Society to
begin.


The live stream
started. The familiar pink suit of Mighty Mike, the host of the show, began to
color millions of monitors across the country. “Good evening Socialites, from
Society’s very own studios in Burbank California! Today is June 15th,
2016! Are you ready to play Level 10, America?”


“Yes!” The loud cry
came from myriads of users connected across the country and resonated inside
the studio, which boasted a large wall-like screen full of tiny pictures with
faces of Society users all eager to play the game.


“It’s time to connect
with our contestant from San Francisco, Janet Cho!” said Mighty Mike, adjusting
quickly his overly dyed blonde hair.


Behind him, the giant
screen enlarged one of the tiny pictures featuring a smiling woman in her mid-thirties.
The face came suddenly alive. “Hi, Mike! Good evening everyone!”


“Come on out here
Janet!” The huge screen then opened and the real Janet came out, waving and
smiling.


 “Welcome back,” said
Mighty Mike hugging her and then turning her towards the cameras. “Now, I’m
guessing you must have had one heck of a week!”


“Oh gosh,” she replied
excitedly. “I have been swamped by requests of new contacts and people have
created new discussion groups on me and on my life. I even received four
marriage proposals. Everything is so amazing!”


“I bet it is,” said
Mighty Mike. “Now, to recap what happened last week, you answered all first
nine questions correctly and by doing so you have potentially reached Level 9
of Society’s user ranking. I say potentially because if you decide to stop now
Society will automatically upgrade your profile to a Level 9 status. However,
if you choose to proceed further, by answering this last question and passing
one final formality you will become one of the very few level 10 users existing
today in Society.”


Suddenly, there was a
sound of awe made by the thousands of users online. “That’s right folks; let me
remind all of you that are connected with us that there are currently only nine
hundred ninety-seven Level 10 users in Society. By winning the contest, Janet
would join an elite club with the likes of artists, millionaires, and actors
including…him!”


All the screens
immediately displayed the same picture of a young blonde haired actor, grinning
towards the camera.


“Oh my God!” cried Jane
putting her hands on her face as her body was trembling. “Is it really…?”


The audience both in
the studios and connected online in the mean time cheered and clapped their
hands ecstatically.


“Yes, it’s really him!
He’s a Level 10.” Mighty Mike then began reading from an envelope he had taken
from his breast pocket. “…And that’s not all. Besides mingling with America’s favorite stars, you could also enjoy the perks that only Level 10 users are
entitled to…including this!”


The screens now showed
a state of the art villa as a voice from behind the studios began to describe
it. “With a profusion of glass, stone and precious woods, this exquisitely and
harmoniously blended villa of Archistar Oliver Van Der Ende is the perfect
dream house for any Californian. A meticulously kept Japanese garden
surrounding the villa will maintain the right vital energy and balance for the
lucky owner.”  People continued clapping with the sound of their oohs and aahs
echoing throughout the studio.


“That’s right,” added
the TV host, “as a Level 10 user you would become the proud new owner of this
beautiful house inside the best neighborhood in San Francisco, the Bay
Palisades, a gated community where only level 7 users and upward live. You
would add to the prestige of the community by being the only Level 10 living
there. Imagine the envy and admiration of your neighbors!”


“Yes! Yes!” Janet was
excited and nervous at the same time. From where she was standing, in the
middle of the studio, she could not stop clapping her hands.


“So Janet, it’s decision
time. If I remember correctly you are currently only a Level 3 socialite yes?”


“That’s right Mike.
Hopefully, not any longer after tonight. Fingers crossed.”


“So I gather you’ve
already made up your mind but I have to ask you nonetheless. What will it be?
Do you want to stop and reap the rewards or do you want to risk it and go full
throttle towards Level 10?”


Without hesitation,
Janet replied firmly. “I want to go all the way, Mike. Level 10 or bust.”


The crowd immediately
cheered.


“I have to say, Janet,
it takes guts to do what you’re doing. Most people would have stopped at Level
9. By stopping now you would be at the same level of our very own President.
And let me remind you, it is a very comfortable place to look down upon. Most
people spend an entire life trying to get to Level 7 or even Level 6. So let me
ask you again. Are you sure you want to do this?”


“I figure, this will be
my only chance, Mike. I’m sure. Definitely want to do it.”


“All right. Now Janet,
for the question that will make you become our first Level 10 user extracted
from Society’s subscriber database.”


Mighty Mike took out a
pink envelope from his jacket and extracted a small white sheet. “Here we go
Janet,” said Mighty Mike now taking out a piece of paper from an envelope. He
began to read, “What was the famous expression written by Niccolò Machiavelli?
A: to be or not to be that is the question, B: the end justifies the means or
C…”


“Oh my God! I know it!
I know it!”


“Take your time Janet.
I haven’t finished with the responses you have to choose from. This answer may
change your life as you know it.”


“I know it Mike I know
it! I’m sure! It’s the end justifies the means!”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes! Yes!”


“Is this your final
answer?”


“Yes!”


“Drum roll please.”


 Besides the drum roll,
the faces of all people connected began to shout out Janet’s name. “Ja-net,
Ja-net!”


Mighty Mike opened an
envelope and then looked to Janet with an expressionless face.


For a moment, everyone
fell silent.


Then, Mike grinned and
said, “Congratulations! The answer is correct.”


“Oh my God!” Janet
jumped and hugged Mighty Mike and began to cry. “Oh my God” she continued to
scream, “Oh my God”.


“Janet you are the
first contestant to answer all ten questions correctly on Level 10!”


“Yes! Yes!”


“You are just one tiny
step away from Level 10 status and a life of privileges and pampering! A new
house, a new job and if you choose, even a new boyfriend. If I recall correctly
your current fiancé is only a Level 2 isn’t he?”


“Yes, but he’s working
hard to become a Level 3.”


“Of course he is.
Anyway, there’s nothing that steps in the way between you and Level 10
except…come on people shout it out!”


Now a thousand voices
shouted in unison, “The recommendation scoreboard!”


“That’s right
Socialites! The scoreboard is the very last hurdle that Janet will have to
overcome. Janet’s hundred closest friends on Society will decide her fate. At
least 70 of them will have to recommend Janet for Level 10. If they do, then
it’s off immediately to your new home at 29 Bay Palisades with our limousine
waiting outside for you. If, however, your closest friends do not recommend
you, well what can I say, Janet, you’ll have to change your friends! You will
lose all that you have gained so far and go back to Level 3. Because, come on
people, if…”


Everybody started to
shout it out “If you don’t have a friend, your show comes to an end.”


Janet was now tense and
excited at the same time. Mighty Mike came close to her. “Now, Janet, I guess
what it really boils down to, is, how well do you know your friends?”


“I think I know them
well Mike. I have never let down anyone of my friends on Society. In my
interest groups, in the courses I take, I have always been a loyal and faithful
friend.”


“Well Janet, we will
soon find out because your closest friends on Society are all connected and
watching us. You can see them too on our mega screens.”


The faces displayed on
the mega-screens were all of happy users, smiling and waving.


“Here we go people. Are
you ready to send Janet into stardom?” Everybody was nodding and smiling.
Mighty Mike paused for a moment looking at the mega screen and then finally
said “All right! Click on yes if you want Janet to reach Level 10 or no if you
do not want her to win Level 10. Begin now!”


Mighty Mike was still
smiling when the happy faces on the Mega screen were replaced with a huge chart
with two words on the bottom, yes and no. A huge sign with Level 10 written on
it was standing right on top.


One of the producers
gave his thumbs up to Mike and the presenter went closer to where Janet was
standing and took her hand.


“Janet, the verdict is
in. Are you ready to see it?”


“Oh God, I don’t know!
I mean yes! I’m so scared!”


“But you just told me
before that you were confident that this would be a formality for you, right?”


“Well yes but, it’s
just that everything will change and maybe my friends won’t be happy for me.”


“That is why we only
selected the first one hundred of your closest friends. How many friends do you
have overall Janet?”


“Uh, last I counted I
had seven hundred and fifty-nine friends.”


“Well then, why
wouldn’t your closest friends want the best for you?”


Maybe because I don’t
even know half of them Janet thought, but instead of answering, she just
smiled.


“All right Janet let’s
see what your friends have decided for you. Level 10 or maintain your current
level 3. Let’s go with the Scoreboard!”


The Mega-screen began
to show two bars rising from the YES and NO. On the screen, the numbers began
to increase slowly. Janet’s friends that clicked YES were now fifteen. Those
who clicked NO were seven instead. Janet was jumping up and down and screaming
“Yes, yes!” The numbers continued to rise on both sides and soon the no’s began
to catch up with the yes until they surpassed them. The count was now 30 YES
and 35 NO. Both bars continued to grow steadily until they stopped at 45 YES
and 55 NO.


Janet’s excitement
muted into an uncontrollable desperation. She began to cry and fell on her
knees with Mighty Mike looking nervously at the camera and trying to get her on
her feet again.


“We’ll take a break
now,” he finally managed to say. In the background, Janet’s one hundred closest
friends were still connected. They didn’t stop smiling.
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“So,
today is the big day,” said Sam to his wife Deirdre trying to sound as cheerful
as possible.  The reality was that he had not slept the entire night. This day
marked his wife’s seventy-fifth birthday and it would also be her last.  For
the past months, he had convinced himself that March 13th 2016 would
never arrive or that somehow it would be skipped by the calendar.  Yet, the day
had arrived, inexorably.


He had
tried his best to appear good-humored in front of her since breakfast.  As a
matter of fact, he had cooked breakfast himself that morning, for both of
them.  It had probably been the only time in forty years of marriage.


Yet as
time passed, his preoccupation grew.  He found himself constantly looking out
the window.  Maybe they’ve forgotten about her, he thought.  Maybe her file got
lost amidst the bureaucracy of the procedure.


“Stop looking
out the window Sam.  It’s the fifth time since this morning and you’re making
me nervous,” said Deirdre as if reading his mind.


“They
could have at least had the decency to tell us when to expect them.  Usually
when someone comes to your house they say a time or in the morning or in the
afternoon or before or after lunch.  These people have never told us anything! 
I think I’ll write to the CEO of Sweet Dreams and tell him about it.  I’m sure
he’ll thank me for my insight as this aspect of the procedure certainly has
room for improvement.”


“It’s not
a courtesy visit Sam.  Besides, does it really matter at this point when they
arrive?” she said.  She then turned her NetView headset on and began to watch
an old episode of Passionate Lives, her favorite Soap Opera.


“Oh go
ahead, isolate yourself with that headset of yours, like all of our neighbors
do!”  The harsh tone surprised Sam as he was usually not one to lose his
temper.


On a
normal day, he would never lose his self-control but today certainly wasn’t a
normal day.  He looked out of the window again. Like most Sundays, the
neighborhood was quiet; no cars passing by, no children playing.  Nowadays
everybody was always inside their homes, always connected to something except
to one other, he thought.  “I still don’t understand why you’re doing this,” he
then said out loud.  “In fifty years of marriage I’ve always respected your
decisions.  Always!  But this time I must say I completely disagree with you. 
Completely disagree!”


He turned
to look his wife. Deirdre, who was sitting on the sofa, did not appear to have
heard Sam’s outburst.  She rather gave the impression of contemplating the wall
in front of her as she was watching the images that her NetView headset was
projecting in front of her and that only she could see.


He gently
tapped her shoulder and removed her headset. To his surprise when Deirdre
turned towards him she had tears in her eyes. “Don’t do it, Deirdre,” he
finally managed to say, looking at her and speaking softly again.  “I’m sure
there’s a way to get out of this.”


It was
then that they both heard a screech of tires coming from outside of their
house.  Sam quickly went from back to the window near the entrance.  He saw a
white van parked outside their front yard.  It was a perfectly anonymous van;
no signs of any kind, no windows, no sirens. Although not sure of what to
expect, the sight of a van normally used by gardeners or plumbers rather than
an ambulance of some sort made Sam even wearier of his wife’s decision. This
was all a mistake, he thought; one enormous mistake.


“They are
here,” he whispered more to himself than to his wife.  He then looked towards
her.  She had gotten up and Sam noticed she was now trembling.  Suddenly she no
longer seemed the stubborn, resolute woman he had known and loved his entire
life.  Instead, he could now see the fragile expression of someone hastily
forced to face the unknown.


The knock
on the door was more like a loud, violent banging.


“It’s
Sweet Dreams, open the door, Mrs. Jacobsen.”  The raucous voice coming from the
outside door made it sound like a threat rather than an invitation.  Both Sam
and Deirdre stood still, in the middle of the living room, afraid to even go
near the door.  It was as if the sudden course of events had paralyzed them;
neither of the two knowing exactly what to do.


There was
another knock on the door.  This time, it was followed by a wiggling of the
door knob.


“Open the
door, Sam,” said Deirdre finally, as if taking the decision for both of them. 
“I’m ready.”


“Maybe we
can get out from the back door,” he said desperately.


“It’s
okay, open the door.”


Sam did
as he was told.  When he opened the door, two thugs in white coats were waiting
impatiently outside.


“It’s
about time grandpa!” said one of them entering and pushing Sam away with such
violence that he almost fell.  The other man opened a portable wheelchair and
entered as well.  Sam now saw a third man coming from the back of the house to
support the other two.


Before he
could say or do anything they had already placed his wife in the wheelchair and
brought her outside.


“She can
walk!  She doesn’t need that!” was all that he could say, still in shock by the
way they had come and gone.


He then
ran outside.  “Deirdre!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. The three men
quickly placed Deirdre in the van and closed the doors before he could say
good-bye. The van left as swiftly as it had arrived without even allowing Sam a
last glimpse of her.













 


Advertisement


“Hello,
my name is John Roper.  Some of you may remember me as an actor in Passionate
Lives.  In a week’s time, I will become eighty years old and on that day I will
cease my mortal existence and begin my new immortal one.  My entire life will
be uploaded onto the servers of Sweet Dreams’ facilities in California and I
will be reborn again: a new virtual eternal Roper, without the burdens of the
old physical Roper.


Sound
interesting?  Well, it should, because let’s face it, you’re not getting any
younger either and those medical bills are beginning to pile up and your family
has better things to do than pay them and look after you.  With Sweet Dreams,
you will still be the affectionate parent or relative everyone remembered but
without the burdens and costs of a physical one. So if you too, like me, are
ready for eternal life, contact your Sweet Dreams professional, absolutely free
of charge, on the toll-free number below. But do it now, while you’re still in
good health.”


SWEET DREAMS® - Live
every day like the last and then live the last forever













A week
had passed since Deirdre had been taken away.  Sam had passed the days walking,
mowing the lawn or simply sitting outside on the porch.  He was afraid to go
inside the house.  Everything in it reminded him of her.  He had even called
his sister in Idaho whom he had not talked to in over five years to see whether
he could pay her a visit but she had told him it wasn’t a very good time.  Nor
did she say when it would be a good time and so they had left it at that.


The
nights were the worst part of staying in the house.  He couldn’t sleep.  He
hadn’t slept alone in fifty years.


It was
time for lunch and he had prepared the table for two again.  He sat looking at
his plate of linguine and then over to the empty dish on Deirdre’s side of the
table.  He had lost his appetite.


Then
somebody knocked on the door and at first he thought that they had probably
knocked at the wrong house so he hadn’t even bothered to get up.


It was
only when he heard the words Sweet Dreams that his heart began to beat faster. 
Maybe they had brought Deirdre back, he thought as he went quickly towards the
entrance.


He opened
the door and a young man in his twenties was standing in front of him with a
small cardboard box.


“Good
morning Mr. Jacobsen.  Please sign here,” said the young man while putting a
piece of paper on top of the box.


“What is
it?” he asked.


“It’s the
Set-top box to access Sweet Dreams sir.”


“What do
I do with it?”


The young
man looked at Sam in a puzzled way. “That’s how you can access the person that
subscribed the service.”


Sam
grabbed the box and after studying it for a moment began to shake it.


  “Uh, do
you want me to open it and show you how it works?” said the young man and Sam
nodded gratefully.


The
courier opened the cardboard box and took out a shiny white cube. “Let’s see,
Deirdre Jacobsen, access code SW XD 9897 1532.” The young man said handing the
cube over to Sam.


After the
agent showed him the few simple steps to activate the Sweet Dreams Set-top box,
Sam gave him a generous tip and saw him out thanking him several times.  He
then placed the small white cube on Deirdre’s side of the table and pressed the
button in the middle of the cube.  He quickly placed the headset that came with
it nervously on his head and then awaited further instructions, just like the young
man had told him to do.  Through the headset, he could now see a holographic
woman materializing in front of him.


“Welcome
to Sweet Dreams.  Please state the person’s full name and user code.” Sam,
feeling a bit silly, repeated the codes that the technician had told him:
“Deirdre Jacobsen, Code SW XD 9897 1532”.


“Thank
you.  Please wait while we access you to Deirdre Jacobsen.”


Sam felt
excited and anxious at the same time.  The thought of seeing Deirdre again was
something he had not really believed in, until now.  He looked at his plate of
linguine and took a mouthful.


After
just a few seconds, Sam heard a familiar voice. “Samuel Jacobsen! Will you stop
eating like an eight-year-old!  Look at you! You have tomato sauce smudged all
over your face.”


When Sam
raised his head he almost choked to death.  A holographic version of Deirdre
was looking at him sternly.  He quickly took a napkin and cleaned himself. Then
he finally managed to speak.  “Sorry Deirdre. It’s just that I was really
hungry,” he said smilingly.


“Well, I
see that you haven’t lost your appetite.  That’s a good sign.  How are my
begonias doing?”













 


Advertisement


“How
would you like to die together with your spouse and then be reborn again
together in virtual eternity? Sounds like an incredibly romantic dream doesn’t
it? Well with Sweet Dreams this dream is now a reality. Through the Sweet
Dreams Romeo & Juliet program, you can secure the physical termination date
for both you and your partner for up to thirty years in advance and then be transferred
into the virtual realm of Sweet Dreams’ Servers forever! 


For me
and my husband taking the decision was easy and convenient.  We’re both fifty
now and we decided to opt for the Romeo & Juliet Program which will
transfer us into virtual eternity at the age of seventy-five.  And together
with a special ten percent discount for couples, the Sweet Dreams consultant
also helped us obtain a social security rebate from the Government which we
discovered we were entitled to!”


SWEET DREAMS ROMEO
& JULIET® Program – Because death need not tear us apart




 






 

Four
weeks had passed since Sweet Dreams had delivered Deirdre’s Set-top box to Sam
and his life was once again moving along happily.  Even though Deirdre was only
virtually present, it was more than enough. He did not feel alone any longer
and had begun to put on weight again.  He had just come back from one of his
ever increasing runs to the supermarket and was busy bringing the groceries
inside the house.  He placed the first two bags on the kitchen table and then
immediately went into the living room to turn on the Sweet Dreams Set-top box. 
He left it on most of the day but always turned it off every time he needed to
leave the house.


He put on
the headset and went to take the rest of the groceries from the car.  When he
got back inside, the holographic silhouette of his wife was inside the kitchen
looking at the things he had bought.


“I got
those new garden seeds I told you about Deirdre.  The kid at the store says the
ants don’t eat them. They have a special compound which makes them go away and
the grass grows in two days.”


“Oh golly
that will be the day,” she said.


Sam
stopped putting the cans away and turned to look at her.  “What did you just
say?”


Deirdre
looked surprised.  “What?”


“What did
you say just now?” he asked.


“I said
that will be the day,” she replied. “Why?”


“No
before that. You said golly.”


“Yes so
what?” she rebutted puzzled.


Suddenly
Sam began to look at the holographic woman differently, as if he had met her
only now for the first time.  “Deirdre would have never said golly.”


“What are
you talking about?” she asked incredulously.


“Deirdre
would have never used that expression.”


 “Stop
looking at me that way Sam! You’re scaring me!” said Deirdre.


Sam
continued to look at her suspiciously until he finally sentenced, “You’re not
Deirdre!”


“Sam for
God’s sake, what are you talking about? It’s me! Only it’s the virtual me and
not the physical me but it’s me!”


“No it’s
not!” shouted Sam “You look like Deirdre, you sound like her, you pretend to be
her, but you are not her.”


“Sam,
have you taken your medication this morning?”


Sam did
not answer Deirdre but went instead in the living room and turned off the box.




 






 

 


Advertisement


“Let’s
face it:  if you want to become a legend, you have to die young.  Think James
Dean, Marilyn Monroe or Jimi Hendrix just to name a few.  Would they be the
legends they are today if they had lived to become senior citizens?  Can you
imagine Jimmy Dean in a senior golf community in Florida or Marilyn’s false
teeth falling while sipping a Martini?


No of
course not. They did not live long enough to see that day. They are immortal
because death took them in their prime, man.  Like them, I too will become a
legend because I have chosen the Sweet Dreams Legends Program. I’m twenty now
and with this program, I will only live up to thirty-five.  After that, it’s
immortality baby! Rock on!”


SWEET DREAMS LEGENDS®
Program - The stuff legends are made of




 






 

The
global headquarters of Sweet Dreams Inc. were located in Pasadena.  Sam had
driven from San Diego with the white cube to his side.  He was determined to
return it and get a new one, this time with the real Deirdre inside.


At the
reception desk, the girl was very young and very tall. She wore a black robe
and had long, dark hair and had exquisitely polished fingernails.  She nodded
to most of the employees that were going through the security checks and onto
the offices.  Her voice was soothing and sophisticated.  “Mr. Jacobsen, I am
sorry but, unfortunately, no one is available to see you on such short notice. 
I’m afraid you’ll have to come back another time and schedule an appointment
first.”


“Listen
young lady. I will wait here as long as it’s necessary, but I will not leave
without having talked to someone first.  You promised I would have my wife back,
but the person inside here is not my wife.”  He pointed at the cube.


“Sir, the
Sweet Dreams Set-top box is just an access system to our servers, but I
guarantee you that the person you see is, in every effect, your wife.”


“No it
isn’t!” he shouted. “The woman inside here pretends to be my wife, acts like my
wife, talks like my wife but she is not my wife! My wife would never
have said Golly! I have known her for fifty years and she never said Golly!”
The other people present in the large glass atrium began to look his way. Two
security men from the checkpoint began to walk hurriedly towards the reception
desk.


“I’ll
take care of this, gents,” said a man in an elegant black suit to the two
guards that were now a few feet away from Sam.  The man, who looked to be in
his forties, had arrived from behind Sam without either him or the reception
girl noticing it.  He had now come around the booth to where the young woman
was.


“What
seems to be the problem Ana?” he asked while putting his arm around her waist. 
He hadn’t stopped smiling, but his eyes were now focused on Sam.


The girl
blushed. “Oh, Mister Johnson, I’m so sorry you were disturbed by this sir. It’s
nothing really. I was just explaining to Mr. Jacobsen here that…”


“Are you
in charge here?” Sam said turning abruptly towards him.


The man
now came in front of Sam and shook his hand vigorously “Nick Johnson, Executive
Vice President in charge of Eternal Transfers.  How can I help you, Mr.
Jacobsen?”


“I want
my wife back!”


“I see. Let
me walk you to my office Mr. Jacobsen.  We can discuss the problem more
discreetly there.  This way please.”


Sam
followed the man as they went past the security check.  To his surprise,
Johnson led him to an alley at the end of which was an exotic garden with small
fountains and tropical plants.  Sam could see a man in the middle of the garden
sitting on a bench with two women by his side.  “Hey!” Sam stopped as if he had
seen a ghost.  “Isn’t that John Roper, the actor? He should have been dead
already!  I remember the commercial.  He said he was going to die on his
eightieth birthday.  His birthday was three weeks ago!  What’s he doing still
alive?”


For an
instant, Johnson’s tanned face became pale. “Oh no, that isn’t John Roper, Mr.
Jacobsen,” he whispered. “That’s Mr. Jones, one of our senior executives.”


“Well
I’ll be damned if the resemblance isn’t remarkable,” said Sam still looking at
the man in the garden.


“It is,”
remarked Johnson, “but he hates it when people mistake him for John Roper.”


“So old
Roper’s dead?” Sam asked turning to Johnson again.


“Physically
dead but virtually alive” he reassured Sam.  “And he’s very happy of his new
virtual status,” Johnson commented whilst making a reassuring grin.


After
going past the garden, they then went through what seemed an interminable white
corridor full of gray doors on both sides.  None of the doors had any names or
signs on it.


They
continued walking through various hallways and open spaces in what seemed to
Sam like an interminable labyrinth.  Although from the outside the building did
not seem particularly large, inside Sam felt like he had walked across an
entire football stadium.  What’s more, Johnson did not seem to slow down and
keeping up with him was becoming more and more difficult until Sam was finally
too tired to go any further.  He stopped and began to breathe heavily.  “Wait,
Mr. Johnson, stop.  I can’t go on any further.  I need to rest for a couple of
minutes,” he managed to say.


Johnson
stopped “Oh, of course, Mr. Jacobsen, I’m sorry if I walked too fast.  In any
event, we’ve arrived.  This is my office,” he said as he indicated a gray door
just in front of them.


“It seems
we’re back to where we started,” commented Sam between gasps. “Don’t you folks
get lost around here? All the doors seem the same.”


“Well, it
gets a bit of practice but then, after a while, we all manage to find our way,”
said Johnson as he opened the door.


They
entered into a small white room with no windows and an unusually low ceiling,
or at least that was the impression Sam had.  The room was empty except for one
metallic gray table, two gray chairs of the same material and a plant, which
Sam recognized being a Weeping Fig.


“How can
the fig thrive inside here with no sun?” asked Sam.


“Oh, here
at Sweet Dreams we’re very good at making things apparently impossible become
possible. Please take a seat, Mr. Jacobsen.”


Sam sat
down and looked at the desk in front of him.  There were no papers, no pens,
telephones, computers, nothing.  It was just an empty table.  Mr. Johnson sat
on the other side, and Sam noticed only now that the manager had not brought
anything with him either.  The two of them sat facing one other, each looking
at the other without saying anything. Mr. Johnson crossed his hands over the
table and looked at Sam smilingly.


Sam
couldn’t stand the silence.  “So what happens now?” he asked nervously.


“Now we
wait,” replied Johnson who had not stopped looking at Sam.


“Wait for
what?” asked Sam.


“For
coffee and tea, of course,” said Johnson.


There was
a knock on the door and a secretary brought in a tray with the hot beverages. 
She left as discreetly as she had entered.


“What
would you like?” asked Johnson.


“Coffee
please”


“Sugar?”
asked Johnson putting in one lump before waiting for the answer.


“No thanks,”
said Sam.


“Oh I’m
sorry, I inadvertently put one lump in,” said Johnson.


“Never
mind,” replied Sam.


After
they both had their coffees, Johnson looked seriously towards Sam. “Now Mr.
Jacobsen, before we start, I want you to know that Sweet Dreams takes its
customers’ complaints very seriously and we strive to ensure that our customer
satisfaction always reaches the highest level…”


Sam began
to feel drowsy and weak.  The long walk had tired him and now all he wanted to
do was fall asleep.


“Our
company values, I assure you, are based on the highest moral conduct…”


Sam was
beginning to listen with his eyes closed.  He felt much better that way.  He
opened them again only to see that the room was moving or maybe it was his head
which was spinning due to the fatigue; he wasn’t sure.  Mr. Johnson was smiling
at him, although Sam had the impression that Johnson was trying to control a
burst of laughter.  The room now began to spin faster and faster and Sam felt
the walls were becoming smaller.  He began to feel sick as Johnson started
laughing out loud.  In the mean time the room continued to shrink; so much so
that Sam was under the impression that he wasn’t in a room any longer but
rather he had been placed in a small white cube.  The spinning of the cube went
faster and faster and although he couldn’t be sure of anything anymore, Sam
thought he heard Mr. Johnson say the words sweet dreams in between the
laughter.




 






 

 


Advertisement


“Hey,
Kids!  It’s me!  It’s your friendly Barny Bear!  How many of you out there like
Peter Pan?   Oh, I knew you’d like him!  Isn’t he great flying all over the island of Neverland and always having fun?  Do you know why he has so much fun?  Why it’s
because he’s decided to stay young forever!  Would you like to become like him
and stay young forever?  You would?  Well, guess what, now you can! Simply tell
your parents that you want to participate in the brand new Sweet Kids program
from Sweet Dreams. They can call the toll-free number below and one of my best
friends will come to your house and make sure you can stay young forever. Oh,
and here’s the fun part; he’s going to bring with him a truck load of free
gifts, all for you!  So what are you waiting for?  Get your parents to call
quickly!


SWEET DREAMS KIDS®
Program – A never-ending experience!




 






 

“Sam? Are
you there?”


When Sam
opened his eyes, the last thing he would have expected was to find himself at
his sister’s place in Boise.


“Alison?
What’s going on?” he asked. “How did I get here?”


“Sam
listen, the people at Sweet Dreams told me that they didn’t have a chance to
explain things to you because of some technical error or something.  Anyway,
you’re now going to be with us.  They told me that it was Deirdre’s last wishes
when she died.  Oh, and Sweet Dreams reassured me that it’s all paid for so
there’s nothing to worry about.”


“What are
you talking about Alison?  What the hell am I doing here in Boise?  I was in Pasadena only minutes ago.”


“Sam
dear,” she said with a sigh “let me explain things better to you but I want you
to relax all right? Take a deep breath.”


“Explain
what Alison?”


“Sam, you
passed away in their offices and they were kind enough to immediately activate
the virtual transfer program.”


“What do
you mean passed away?” he said, “I never felt better.”


“The
manager who was with you was kind enough to give you priority over a long list
of people who were waiting to do the transfer.  Apparently they just caught you
in time.  Another second and they would not have been able to connect to your
brain and we wouldn’t be here talking about it. Anyway listen, we’re going to
have all the time in the world to discuss these aspects and talk about the good
old days but now I’m in a bit of a hurry and I just wanted to make sure that
you were fine and all in the, you know, in the virtual world or whatever it’s
called.”


“Wait,
Alison, hold on…”


“I can’t,
I’m already late for my hairdresser! So here’s what I’m going to do, I’m going
to turn you off for now but I’ll turn you on tomorrow which is Sunday. Or wait,
actually Herb and I have been invited to our neighbors’ tomorrow because their
daughter is getting married so maybe we’ll connect on Monday.  Or worse case
Tuesday.  Yes, Tuesday’s better because Monday I have my Origami lesson at the
community center.”


“Wait
Alison, just wait all right?  Just give me five minutes to understand all this
better…”


“Good-bye
dear,” she said, “You just rest now.”


Alison
turned the white box off and put it on top of her chimney, close to the ashes
of her Aunt Leslie.  Then she thought about it again and it somehow struck her
that the chimney was not a very appropriate place to put what ultimately was an
appliance.  So she removed it from the chimney and placed it inside her kitchen
cabinet, to the right of the espresso machine that Herb had brought her for
Christmas.


She then
hurriedly closed the kitchen cabinet worried she would be late for her
hairdresser.  She was ready to leave the house but then she hesitated for a
moment.  She went back into the kitchen, opened the cabinet again, and looked
at the cube.  “Sweet Dreams Sam,” she whispered, and then closed the cabinet
and left.
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