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INTRODUCTION
Writers and filmmakers share a lot in common, one of the key elements being their unique vision. They both design and craft worlds to share with others, stamping those world's with their own special signature.
When I was given the opportunity to read one of Michael Bekemeyer's scripts back in 2009, I was amazed by his vision. The characters and their unique situations haunted me for months after I finished the script, and I began the process of poking Michael at least once a month to ask if he was going to bring that script to screen.
As a writer, I obviously don't understand the concept of filming a movie, but I do know one thing: the cost to make a film is often a number so high only bank loans and investors help a filmmaker reach his funding goal.
In the spring of 2010, Michael mentioned he was formulating a budget and crunching numbers to find out how much capital he would need to make the script I'd read into a film. With a defeated sigh, he jokingly asked if anyone had $75,000 he could borrow.
My mind started churning over ideas. At first I was going to write a special story just for Michael and sell it, donating all the proceeds to his film project. As the idea itself grew wings, we realized the potential to earn far more toward Michael's film lie in reaching a wider audience than ever.
I tested the waters, asking if any of the writers I knew might be interested in donating a short story to an anthology that through sales would help fund a film Michael Bekemeyer was working on. The response was overwhelming, with people who both knew and did not know Michael at all raising their hands and offering their work.
And they say the power of community is faltering in this fast-paced world…
Artists supporting artists, reaching out their hands and their work to help each other achieve goals—it's a beautiful thing that so few beyond the artistic community seem to grasp. Why wouldn't you just focus on earning for yourself? Why would you just give your work to someone else when you could submit it somewhere for pay?
Many of us create because it is our passion. We long to reach an audience with our work, and while payment is often a major perk when you can sell a piece to a paying market, in the end it is often more about the art itself.
I have said many times over the last two years that the community we are a part of is an amazing and beautiful thing. This anthology is evidence of my claim.
Thank you to everyone who donated their work to help a friend, filmmaker and fellow artist take one step closer to the realization of his dream.
The Cost of Living
Travis King
“My husband’s insurance through work,” said Catherine Ansberry, her concern obvious in her brown eyes, “only covers eighty percent. We’d still have to pay twenty thousand out of pocket.”
“A small price to pay, I should think,” replied Dr. Stevenson from across the low table, “for your son’s health and well-being.”
Catherine maintained her gaze for a moment, studying the doctor’s sparkling blue eyes and toothy smile. With his neatly trimmed black hair and smart suit, he reminded her of the man who had sold her and her husband their new car a little under a year ago. Finally pulling her eyes from his face, she turned her head to the left to look across the small office, where her ten-year-old son, Jason, was seated, playing a game on his handheld computer, his head, shoulders, and legs moving at random, arhythmically, controlled not by his own volition but by the athetoid cerebral palsy with which he had been afflicted since birth.
“Well, yes, of course,” said Catherine, her tone indignant. “It’s just...” She trailed off, frowning and accentuating the lines that had recently begun to make a permanent home on her face.
“It’s just that twenty thousand is a lot of money,” her husband, Lawrence, chimed in, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Together we bring home about twenty-five hundred a month. After all our bills are paid and food and necessities are purchased, we have very little left to spend. I mean, our mortgage is almost a third of our monthly income, and we just bought a car, so the payments are...well, you get the idea.”
The doctor nodded. “Yes, yes, I understand, of course. TheraCom policy is to work with patients and their families to finance treatment. We have one-, three-, and five-year payment plans. I’m sure we can work something out.
“You’ve seen the vids of the results; you know it works. Once the cortical implant is attached, Jason will have full control over his body within a week; the palsy will, for all intents and purposes, be cured. He’ll be able to lead a normal life, interact with the other kids at their level, do all the things they do. Ninety-seven percent success rate, with a money-back guarantee if Jason’s part of the three percent whose brains reject the treatment. What do you say?” He gazed intently at the Ansberrys; with well-manicured fingers, he grasped the fancy pen in the breast pocket of his expensive suit, withdrew it, and held it out toward the couple.
Catherine and Lawrence looked at him, then at each other. Behind her husband, Catherine could see Jason, still seated and moving about randomly. She thought of the way his life would change. No longer would he be teased at school; no longer would his education be hindered by a lack of communication skills. She sighed.
“We’ll do it,” she said, grabbing the pen from the doctor’s hand. “Whatever it takes, we’ll find a way.”
“Excellent,” said Dr. Stevenson with a slick smile. “Just sign here, here, and here, and initial here and here.”
Catherine signed and initialed, and within a week, Jason was in the operating room.
#
It took only another week after the operation for Jason to show signs of improvement. His spasms came less often and were not as pronounced, and his speech became clearer. He could say simple words which before had given him trouble, and the first time he said “I love you, Mom and Dad” with no hint of impediment, Lawrence and Catherine both broke out in tears. Within a month, Jason’s cerebral cortex had fully adjusted to the implant, rerouting signals that would normally have gone through his damaged basal ganglia; all signs of the palsy were gone.
Over the next few months, Jason made the transition from Special Ed to a regular fourth-grade classroom. The palsy had never affected his intelligence, only his speech and movement, and so he did quite well, receiving high grades on all his assignments. The staff observed his interaction with his fellow students and found it to be at normal, healthy levels. By the end of the school year, he had even made friends, and for the first time since kindergarten, he had fellow students over to his house to celebrate his birthday. It seemed the kids had completely forgotten that Jason was that “spaz” they used to tease in the halls.
Jason could not have been happier, and neither could his parents, even though they had begun to feel the financial burden his treatment had wrought upon them.
By the end of the first year after Jason’s operation, his parents were borrowing money from family members just to make ends meet. Some time into the second year, they began to feel fully the effects of their debt.
“The car won’t start,” said Lawrence Ansberry one Monday morning around 8:45, and he slammed his briefcase down on the dining room table. “I’m already running late, and now the damned car won’t start.”
“What do you mean, it won’t start?” called Catherine from the living room, where she sat going over the last month’s records from her in-home dog grooming business. “We just had a tune-up done a week ago. There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“Dammit, I know,” Lawrence responded. “But it won’t start. It doesn’t even turn on. No lights, no radio, nothing.”
“Is the battery dead?” asked Catherine.
"They checked the battery at the shop. It’s fine. I don’t know what the hell—” Lawrence suddenly became silent.
“What? What is it?”
“Give me a minute,” Lawrence called back.
A few minutes passed, and when Catherine came in to see what was wrong, she found her husband on the phone.
A moment later, he hung up and said, with an angered look on his face, “Just as I thought. We’re three months behind in payments on the car. They flipped the killswitch—deactivated the car remotely. We’ve got two weeks to come up with the full amount of what we owe, or it’s gonna be repo’d.”
“There’s no way,” said Catherine. “We can’t do it.”
“I know,” Lawrence replied, sternly. Then he kicked the side of the counter and screamed, “Fuck!”
“Honey, calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down, Catherine! We owe your parents a thousand, the bank fifteen hundred for the car. We’re already a month behind on our cellular contract! We can’t do this!” He strode to the table, picked up his briefcase with a violent motion, and started toward the door. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, and in a slightly calmer tone said, “I’m calling the office, telling them I’m going to be late, and taking the bus. I’ll see you tonight. I’m sorry for yelling.” And with that, he left the house.
#
Lawrence became accustomed to rising early and taking the bus to the office. Though he was far from pleased by the circumstances, he consoled himself with the reminder that he still had a job and a means to get there.
The cell phones were the next convenience the Ansberrys lost; they had to make do with cheap prepaid service. Both their debts to the bank and to the phone company had been turned over to a collection agency, which threatened a lawsuit as the interest accrued—despite the fact that they were paying as much as they could.
The couple took every cost-cutting measure they could—cutting back on air conditioning and heat; buying cheaper food and fewer clothes; staying in when they would have liked to go out; getting haircuts only every few months—but still the situation continued to get worse.
Jason could feel the tension, and at twelve years of age, he was old enough to understand that it was because of him, because of the money they had spent on his implant.
Catherine and Lawrence were sitting in the living room discussing the situation one evening after dinner, unaware that Jason was not in his room, where they had sent him, but instead crouching at the top of the staircase, listening to the sorrow his parents conveyed in their voices.
“We’re screwed, Catherine. We’re behind on the medical payments. We need to catch up before that goes into collection too, but we can’t stop paying the creditors, or we’ll be subject to a lawsuit. We can’t stop paying the mortgage, or we’ll have nowhere to live. We—”
“We’ll just have to do what we can. So we’re behind. It’s not like they can repo it, like they did the car.”
“Take it out!” Jason yelled as he leaped to his feet. “Just make them take it out and you won’t have to pay for it anymore.” He managed to give his parents a look that was both sincere and dejected.
“Oh, honey,” Catherine said, tears forming in her eyes, “it doesn’t work like that. Even if they would take it out, that’s just another surgery we’d have to pay for. Come here, give me a hug.”
“That’s right, little man,” Lawrence added. “We did this for you because we love you. Even if it were possible, we wouldn’t take away your new life. Come here.” He extended his arms.
Jason started down the stairs. He had made it halfway when his body suddenly began shaking. His legs grew slack, his knees weak, and he tripped, just barely saving himself from a fall by gripping the handrail tight.
Lawrence rushed up the stairs and put an arm around Jason to steady him.
“Are you okay, son? What’s wrong?”
Jason continued writhing, his movements slow and pained. He grimaced. “I don’t know,” he said, his speech coming out slurred.
Lawrence looked down at his wife. They both knew the signs, though they hadn’t expected ever to see them again. It was the palsy.
“What the—? Is he rejecting the implant?” asked Catherine.
“It can’t be,” Lawrence replied as he guided his son down the stairs. “Rejections happen right away.” He helped Jason sit on the sofa and told his wife, “Stay with him. I’m going to call TheraCom’s emergency number. Maybe there’s been a malfunction.”
Catherine held Jason close, in a warm embrace, and nodded. “Hurry, Lawrence. I can’t bear to see him like this again.”
Lawrence dashed to the next room.
A few moments later, his voice grew loud as he yelled over the phone, “You can’t do this, you bastards!” A pause, and then he continued, “I don’t care about the goddamned contract! You’re screwing with a little boy here! No—no, you listen—you—no, don’t hang up on me! Fuck!”
Catherine heard the receiver of the telephone return to its cradle with a loud crash, and within seconds her husband had reappeared in the living room. He was sobbing, barely able to control himself. He sat down on the sofa next to his family and took them both in his arms.
“What the hell’s going on, Lawrence?” Catherine said.
“We didn’t read the fine print, that’s what.” He tried to yell, but his energy was drained.
“Fine print? I don’t under—”
“The damn implant has a killswitch,” Lawrence explained. “Just like the car.”
Catherine’s eyes widened in horror. “No—they didn’t.”
“They did,” said Lawrence, put his head in his hands. “They flipped the switch a few hours ago. Our son’s going to be like this until we can pay them off.”
“But—we can’t. Did you—”
“Of course. I explained. They don’t care. They want their damn money. All of it.”
Jason moved his head back and forth, giving his parents a sympathetic look—as best he could, anyway, with the palsy making him grimace.
“I’m sorry, Jason. I’m so sorry,” Lawrence cried, running his hand through the child’s hair. “I don’t know how long it’ll take, son, but we’ll fix it. We’ll fix it, I swear.”
The Cat Came Back
Jim Ryan
Normally when a stray cat wakes you up in the middle of the night, it doesn't do it by knocking on your front door like a person would. And yet, when I blearily got up, donned my robe and opened the door to my apartment's entryway, there was a large, grey tomcat sitting out in the hallway. It was one of those really big ones that walk the thin line between zoo animal and house cat. There was no indication of whoever had rapped lightly on the door – just the cat. He looked up at me and began meowing insistently.
I wasn't about to take in a stray, so I started to close the door. He scampered through before I was able to get it shut.
“Oh, for Pete's sake,” I said, following him into the living room. He stopped in the middle of my carpet and meowed again.
“I'm not feeding you,” I told him. “Now get back outside so that I can get some sleep!” I bent down and made a grab for him, but he darted away from me and into my study, where I kept my office. He was pretty spry for such a big creature.
I followed him and saw that he had bounded up onto my desk and had begun pawing at my planner.
“Leave that alone!” I came around the desk to shoo him away and saw that he had brought up my recent appointments. I tried to pick up the small, electronic tablet but the cat slapped his paw down over one corner and meowed at me in what seemed to be an admonishing tone. Then, with his other paw, he carefully pressed one the buttons repeatedly until one of my appointments was highlighted. Then he looked back up at me, meowed again and moved over to the other side of the desk.
I snatched the planner up. The cat reached his paw out toward it, as though pointing. I looked down at the appointment that was highlighted. Then I looked up at the cat and back down at the planner again.
The entry was for Dr. Andrew Gorman of the Manhattan Biotechnical Institute. It showed that I'd visited him on September 23rd, 2095 to oversee the installation of his new security system. That had been a few months ago. As I recalled, he'd been working with animals as part of his studies of artificial intelligence and he'd requested a sonic cage that could be turned on and off to keep his test subjects in. Using sound waves is tricky, but it's good if you want a barrier that stops living creatures but doesn't get in the way of prodding them with long needles.
When I looked back up at the cat, he was sitting next to my computer keyboard. The monitor had switched on, my word processor had been brought up and two words had been written in a new document.
They said: HELLP ME.
My first thought was that someone had hacked my devices and was playing an elaborate practical joke on me. That didn't really account for the cat's behavior, though. I'd heard about people being able to train them to perform simple tasks, especially some of the newer, smarter breeds that were being produced by pet cloning companies. This was reaching a bit, though.
I looked into the cat’s green eyes. “Can you understand what I'm saying?” I asked, bemused.
The cat carefully moved his right paw over the keyboard, laboriously extending a single claw which he used to press down each key. He spelled out the word: YESS.
A bit shocked, but fairly certain I'd worked out what was going on here, I lifted the planner up and took the cat's picture with it. I then told the creature, “Wait here,” and walked back into the living room. The cat didn't follow me.
I sat down in my armchair, pressed the Dial button on my planner and waited as it called Dr. Gorman. It went to his voicemail.
“Dr. Gorman,” I said. “This is Hal with Franklin Security. I think I may have one of your test subjects here – it showed up on my doorstep and started using my planner and computer. I'm attaching a picture so you can verify if it's yours or not. As far as I can tell, it wants to go back home, so if you could give me a call as soon as you get this, I'd really appreciate it. Thanks.”
I attached the image of the cat to the voicemail along with my contact information.
Then I went back into the study, where the cat still sat on the desk, watching me intently.
“Come on,” I said, and headed over to the kitchen. The cat followed me. I poured a saucer of milk for him. As he began greedily lapping up the pale liquid, I left the kitchen, shut the door behind me and went back to bed.
I awoke to the sound of my planner buzzing and the weight of a very heavy feline on my chest. I opened my eyes and saw that he was staring at me.
“How did you get out of the kitchen?” I asked. The cat seemed to snort then jumped down off my chest so that I could answer the call. I picked up the tablet and pressed the Answer button. I began dressing as we spoke.
“Hello? Franklin security.”
“Mr. Franklin, this is Dr. Gorman.” At the sound of Gorman's voice, the cat immediately backed up, his hackles raised. He began hissing.
“Thanks for calling me back so soon,” I said.
“Not a problem, Mr. Franklin. I'm sorry for the inconvenience. I can't imagine how the subject found you but I'll get this taken care of right away. I'm sending a man around to collect it. He should be there shortly.”
“Thanks, I'll be waiting for him.”
After hanging up I noticed that the cat had scampered away. I finished putting on my clothes and looked around the apartment for him. I found him back on my desk, his tail twitching back and forth anxiously. He had typed another message. It said: WE HAVE TO GET OUTT OF HEERE.
“What... why?” I asked.
He carefully began typing again.
THAT WASS NOT DR GORMAN.
Just how intelligent WAS this creature? His brain couldn't be larger than a regular cat's, but yet... “Who was it, then?” I asked cautiously.
CYBBERNETIC REPLICA. IT HAS ASSUMEDD HIS FORM.
It was within the realm of possibility – while I'd been working on the Institute's security system, I'd seen the fairly convincing replicas they'd made of dogs and cats. At that time, they'd just started working on chimpanzees. “What makes you think that?” I asked.
The cat paused for a moment, then typed:
I AM GORMAN.
Okay, this was starting to get a little crazier.
“That's ridiculous! How is that even possible?”
MATTER-ENERGGY CONVERSION EXXPERIMENT. CELLLS REARRANGED.
At first I wanted to scoff at the idea, but then I remembered that I'd seen their computer using a chamber that broke down matter and reassembled it when building the animal replicas. The matter had been synthetic, but I supposed it might be possible to use it on organic matter. It was rather a shock to think that a living being might have survived the process.
“Okay, let's say for the moment that you're telling the truth and aren't delusional or anything. Where's the rest of you? This cat body is pretty big, but it's not the size of a man.”
PART OF MEE BEING STORED IN CONVVERSION UNIT.
“Okay, I'll buy that. Why on Earth would you do something like this to yourself?”
MY REPLICA ATTACKKED ME AND SEALED MEE IN THE CONVERSSION CHAMBER. I WOKE UP LIKE THIS. HEE IS VERY UNSSTABLE.
“Seriously?” I shook my head. “I don’t know. This is really out there. Why even build a copy of yourself in the first place?”
WANTED FIRSTT HUMAN REPLICAA TO BE LIKE-MINDEDD.
It did make a sort of sense. “Okay. Is that what you really wanted that sonic cage for? In case he didn't turn out to be as like-minded as you hoped?”
HE ESCAPED FROM IT.
“Of course he did!” I said. “I built the cage, but you designed it! If you used your own mind as a template for the replica's then he was bound to figure out how it worked.”
The downstairs buzzer sounded. The cat – which I was now beginning to think might actually have been Dr. Gorman at one time – meowed at me insistently and looked nervously out of the room toward the front door. Clearly, I had a decision to make.
I went out to the entryway, looked up at the monitor and saw a gentleman in a business suit holding a large pet carrier. The cat had followed me and was watching me closely. I pressed the talk button.
“Ah good, you're here!” I said. The man on the screen tipped his hat and nodded. “Come on up!” I buzzed him in.
The cat was looking at me through narrowed eyes. “Okay. Let’s get out of here,” I said. “We don't have long.” I opened the front door. He bounded out through it and I followed, closing and locking the door behind me.
“This way,” I said, and headed for the stairwell.
We made our way down the stairs to the lobby. By now, that institute employee would be upstairs wondering why it was taking so long for me to answer my door, so there wasn't going to be much time. We headed out into the street.
I flagged down a taxi and the two of us jumped into its back seat.
“Hey, no pets! No exceptions!” said the driver.
I handed him a $100 dollar bill.
“Okay, I can probably make ONE exception. Just keep it off the upholstery!”
We stopped at a pet store, where I picked up a cat carrier not unlike the one I'd seen my visitor carrying. On the sidewalk outside, I set the carrier down, opened it and turned back to the cat, who’d been waiting for me. “I've got a plan,” I said, “but you're going to have to trust me.” The cat looked up at me nervously for a moment then stepped into the carrier. I closed it after him.
We got back into the cab and I asked the driver to take me to the Manhattan Biotechnical Institute.
We arrived about half an hour later. I went to the side door, entered my security code and walked down the short hallway to the service elevator. No need to bother the folks at the front desk with my presence on this trip. On the way up, the elevator stopped a couple of times to let people on and off, but none of them questioned my presence. A couple of them recognized me and asked about the cat, to which I responded that Gorman had asked me to use the cat to run some tests of some containment equipment and that I was now returning it to him. This seemed to satisfy them, and made things much simpler than they would have been if they'd seen the cat roaming freely about.
I reached the 20th floor and stepped off the elevator and onto the research level. I made my way past a cluster of technicians and over to the door of the replication lab. I overrode the door's security lock – not too difficult a task given that I'd been the one to install it in the first place – and stepped inside.
There didn't seem to be anyone around. I shut the door behind me, set the carrier down and opened it. The cat emerged, looked around and headed straight for what looked like a large, circular plexiglass chamber in the middle of the room.
“Hang on,” I said, “you're going to have to show me what to do, here.” The cat doubled back, jumped up onto a control terminal and pointed to a couple of buttons. I pressed them and a small screen illuminated itself, displaying instructions.
I shook my head. “I've got to be nuts for doing this, but okay, here we go...”
I entered information into the terminal as directed, pausing only once to have the cat point at a file name that I had to choose from a list. The chamber's door slid open. The cat hopped down and ran through it, the door sliding closed again after it.
I continued to operate the controls, but was becoming a bit nervous. After all, I was no biophysicist. What if something went wrong? Not only would I be liable for tampering with the institute's equipment, but I'd probably have PETA to deal with as well.
The lights in the chamber came up. All that was left was for me to turn a dial and – according to the information being displayed – the contents of the chamber would be overlaid with... something. I wasn't sure what, but I hoped it would be Dr. Gorman.
It was of course at this point that we were interrupted.
The door to the lab opened and Gorman entered – or at least, someone who looked just like him.
“What are you doing in here?”
“What does it look like?” I said evenly.
His eyes focused on the cat, and then he glanced back at me.
He smiled. “Mr. Franklin. I'm sorry to have inconvenienced you. You must realize that this cat is very special.”
“No kidding.”
“I don't know what he's been trying to communicate to you, but what you're doing there could easily kill him.”
“He told me that he’s you.” It sounded a little silly saying it out loud.
Gorman shook his head. “He's one of our replicas, obviously. But when I created him I'm afraid I did something a little bit foolish. I used my own neural pattern as a template for his Artificial Intelligence. So it's not surprising that he thinks he's me. I expect he concocted a whole story around it. Am I right?”
I glanced back at the cat, who was shaking his head vigorously. I looked back at Gorman.
“Why would this kill him?”
“Well, because you'd be scrambling his atoms, wouldn't you?”
Fair enough. “So, you're saying the cat just WANTS to be you?”
“In a nutshell, Mr. Franklin. Thanks very much for bringing him back. Now, if you'll just step away from the controls, I'll make sure he's well looked after.”
Was he telling the truth? It made a lot of sense—more sense than what the cat had been telling me. But if I stopped now then I might be sentencing the real Dr. Gorman to a life of post scratching and mouse hunting. Of course, if I had screwed anything up while activating the chamber I might be sentencing him to death.
A thought struck me then. I smiled at the man who looked like Gorman. “You almost had me, there. Despite the fact that I was all over this building for a couple of months last year, you didn't recognize me at first, did you? You didn't even realize who I was until you saw the cat.”
Gorman remained silent.
“And just for your information,” I continued, “Dr. Gorman always called me `Hal.'”
I turned the switch.
There was a brief flash of light from the chamber as it powered up. Little rivulets of steam billowed up from the vents in its base. The glass fogged up, obscuring what was inside. After a brief moment, the chamber powered down again, its door slid open and a naked Dr. Gorman emerged.
The two Gormans looked at each other, the one by the door looking decidedly distraught.
“So,” said the naked Gorman, “are you going to get back in your cell or do I have to call security?”
The other Gorman seemed to consider it for a moment then dashed out the lab door. The one remaining shook his head, went over to the intercom and instructed the building's security guards to detain someone matching his own description, and that he would explain why later.
He turned back to me. “Thank you, Hal. You had me worried for a bit but I knew coming to you would be the right decision. Now, er... could we talk about making some improvements to that sonic cage of yours?” he asked sheepishly.
“Sure,” I said, crossing my arms. “But would you do me a favor?”
“Anything!”
“Put on some pants first, will you?”
Staccato Flicker
Drew Beatty
I woke up between two beautiful naked blondes. Of course, one of them crumbled to dust when I rolled over. "God damn it!" I muttered as the dust billowed out, covering the bed, the floor. Beside me, Jeannie woke up.
"What's wrong, Siran?" She looked at the still settling dust, clicked in. "Did I double again?"
I nodded, watching the dust drift over to a puddle by the door where a steady drip came down from the ceiling. The water and dust turned into a sticky paste, impossible to clean up. You would think the landlord would understand the problem, after all, his wife doubled too. Lots of people in the building did, dust was everywhere these days, in the halls, the elevator. No one cleaned up after themselves too good anymore. There was just too much dust.
I sank back into bed, ribs screaming their displeasure, while Jeannie jumped up to get the broom. I could hear her bustling away, humming to herself. That girl can work all day, stay up half the night preparing for auditions, and still wake up happier than a teacher at spring break. Me, it was a wonder I could move.
Jeannie cleaned everything up, even the gunk that was in the puddle, and then she brought me a cup of coffee. God, I love Jeannie.
"You going to work today?" I asked her between sips.
She nodded, pulling on a bra. "I got a call last night, some tech company. I'll be there all week. Still no acting gigs, though," she added, a wistful note creeping into her voice.
I ignored the mention of acting; we had been waiting years for her break. "What kind of tech? Hardware, software? Do you know the name, what they do?" Time was I would have known most of the tech firms in Toronto. Time was most of them would have known me, if only by reputation.
"I think it's McMillan Enterprises, something like that. Down on King West." She was dressed now, looking like a queen in our crummy hovel. "I'll be hanging with some cool cats," she said, giving me a quick kiss. King West was the home of the super-trendy. Hip bars, restaurants, and tech firms flocked there, filled with the young, rich, and desperately chic. Cool cats indeed.
"Keep an ear out for me, will you?" I always asked her this when her temp work took her to tech firms. Someday someone might wanna hire someone like me.
"Will do, babe. See you tonight." And she was gone. All that remained was her light scent, floating in the air, and some dust.
Well we're all of us made of dust, really.
#
I was taking a shower when I heard the pounding at the door. I should have ignored it, but the locks weren't much of a deterrent to anyone who really wanted to get in, and I didn't want to deal with a busted doorframe. I threw on my robe and limped over to answer. Jimmy D was waiting for me, a couple of goons strapped on either side of him. Shit. Time to play the squirrel.
"Jimmy, hey man, come in." I looked down at my old aluminum baseball bat, leaning beside the door for protection, and calculated the odds of its usefulness. Probably just useful enough to get me in more trouble. I ducked my head, shrunk myself down. No threat here, I’m just a little druggie who fucked up.
Jimmy walked in, made himself bigger, dimmed the background. Everything looked smaller than Jimmy in his Italian suit, even the seven-foot tall muscle he rolled with seemed smaller than Jimmy, and they had to be at least twenty percent gorilla DNA. Expensive procedure, that.
"Siran, while as always I delight upon our all too infrequent meetings, it is with some heaviness of heart that I must report to you that the circumstances of my visit are less than felicitous. Time, my boy, has flown, and now with a month between my giving and your taking, still I await repayment."
"I know. I know.” I said, my voice painted with desperation. “Just listen."
"Am I to understand from your tone that you feel it is acceptable to give instruction to me?" He took a step forward, looked down at my cringing form.
"Jimmy, no, of course not. It's just that I can explain. I mean, I showed you the bruises last week." I opened my robe, showing him the ugly mass of purple on my ribs. "I'm still fucked up, Jimmy. I just need a little bit of time. You know?"
"I do indeed know, Siran. What I am in fact cognizant of is this. I gave a washed-up player ten thousand dollars worth of Breeze, because he convinced me that he could easily redistribute it, making the both of us a profit, a handsome arrangement for the two if us. This player then come to me with a heartrending tale of woe, a story of terrible violence done to his person, a beating so vicious it was a wonder he escaped with his life. An attack wherein our self-styled hero had the shocking misfortune to lose the considerable quantity of drugs forwarded to him. It would appear that this once glorious player is now attempting to extricate himself from the deal, and in doing so, place the burden of the debt load upon myself, a poor, struggling businessman." There was just nothing in the world Jimmy loved as much as the sound of his own voice.
"Jimmy, I just need some time. I can get the money back to you. I promise."
"Kid," said Jimmy walking over and standing beside me, placing his hand upon my shoulder like we were old pals, "due to the warm emotions I have for you, based upon our long acquaintance, I am feeling magnanimous enough to grant you an additional week, above and beyond the time previously allowed. However, if at the end of this aforementioned week you are still in the unfortunate position of being unable to recompense me, I feel I will have to destroy you thusly." He smashed his crooked elbow into my side, coming up hard against my already ruined ribs. I fell to the floor, gasping for breath, tears squeezing out of my eyes.
"One week is all you have, Siran," he said by way of goodbye. They let themselves out, one of the goons pausing long enough to overturn the kitchen table before joining the exodus. Classy.
So, one week to collect ten grand. I looked down at my fingers, twitching more than usual, and thought about how easy that would have been once. I wish I had known what Breeze could do to your central nervous system five years ago.
In times of need there is one man I can usually turn to to help my ass out: Neutron Jon. I pulled on some clothes and started walking to his factory, limping the whole way.
Everyone needs at least one friend like Neutron Jon, someone with such a slight connection to this reality that your problems barely register. The thing about Neutron Jon is that he doesn't ever have a solution for you. What he does offer is a distraction, a distraction that somehow manages to solve the problem.
From the outside it would be easy to dismiss his building as another crummy factory, at the end of a long, dirty road filled with factories. That would be a mistake. It's more like a treasure chest.
I found Jon in the middle of his studio, a giant space surrounded on all sides by shelves burdened with boxes and boxes of Jon's collections. He collected everything, and filed it carefully away in case he ever needed something for his art. This is what you need to know about Jon: on a shelf is a box filled with used tissues, beside it is a box filled with antique coins, hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. Both boxes have the potential of being equally valuable to Jon. That is how his mind works.
He looked up from his most recent piece, smiled at seeing me. "Siran, I was just thinking about you."
I looked down at what he was building; a scale model of a slaughterhouse, with tiny people instead of cows. Seemed about right.
"Am I the inspiration for that?" I asked.
He brushed his hands on his blood splattered apron (I hoped it was just paint, but with Jon you never knew), looked at me as if he was looking through me, off to the other side. "I heard you got yourself in a jam. Doesn't sound like a good situation."
"Well, I don't wanna get killed, if that's what you mean. I know you don't have that kind of money kicking around; I'm not here for a handout. I thought you might have some ideas." I looked down at the macabre art he was making. "Something better than this, anyhow."
Jon walked over to one of his shelves, and flipped through some boxes. A cloud of dust billowed out, danced in the yellow light of a sunbeam shining through a skylight.
"Do you double?" I asked him. It was impossible to know who doubled, who fell asleep alone and woke up with a naked statue of themselves beside them. It could happen to anyone, had been happening for a few years now. No one knew why. Lots of scientists had their theories, but no one had proven anything yet. The newest thought was that it had to do with a consciousness disconnect disease. There was also something about second dimension in time. I got confusing.
"Yeah," replied Jon. “I wake up about once a week with one of them beside me. I'm trying to use them in my art." He gestured over to a corner of his workroom, where he had piled a large collection of his doubles, half hidden behind a tarp.
I walked over to them, thirty or forty perfect copies of Jon in various poses. They looked shiny, as though it had been covered with oil. It made them look even more real, the eyes had a wet gleam, the mouths looked moist with saliva. I reached out and gently touched the extended tongue of one of them. It was cold, hard, unmoving. I thought back to the last time I had been at Jon’s place. I didn’t remember seeing any doubles here before. He must double a lot.
"How do you make them so hard?" I asked. "Jeannie's crumble at the slightest touch."
"I cover them with silicon spray. They harden right up; it's tough to break them. Ah, here it is." He turned and passed me a small plastic box, a little bigger than a pack of cigarettes. It felt heavy in my hands, as if it were made out of lead. My old board, from when I was a champ.
"Where did you find this?" I asked him.
"I was there when you threw it out the window, remember? I went down and found it after you crashed. I thought you might want it again, some day."
I looked at its scratched, pitted surface, wondered if it would even still work.
"Well, I'm not sure if it can help me, it's probably only worth a hundred bucks or so."
"Have you tried jacking in recently?" he asked. "I mean, since you threw that away?"
I shook my head, stroked the board, my fingers twitching more with excitement than the usual neurological distress. "What would be the point of that? I can't play anymore."
"There's more to life than playing video games. Why don't you go online, check things out? Maybe you will find something useful there, something you can do." I felt around on the board, found the connection wire. It slid easily out of its port.
"I'm not sure if I'm really ready for this yet," I said, feeling the back of my neck itching with anticipation. I was one of a couple thousand people worldwide who could directly interface with a computer, the input being a leftover from my glory days. Not having a board for the past few years, not being connected, had been like being an amputee, I could still feel the phantom pain, still dreamt in information.
"Can I take this with me?" I asked.
"It's your board, man. I was just holding it for you. Waiting for you to be ready."
"You really think I'm ready?"
For one of the few times in my life Jon looked me directly in the eyes. “You just might need to be," he said, the words so quiet as to be almost imperceptible. Jon bent back to his work, assembling tiny bones into a pile. I started for the door, stuffing the board into my coat pocket.
"Let me know how it works out," he shouted to me as I reached the exit. I just closed the door softly behind me and started the long, painful walk home. My hand kept reaching up, stroking the board. I thought back to when I was the best, a champion gamer, with fame, wealth, and a drug habit that eventually rendered my hands next to useless. Surgeons and gamers really shouldn't fuck with their hands. I got home, and sat at my desk, board in front of me, looking like it was examining me, probably finding fault. I knew I did.
With one swift motion I pulled out the connector cable and jammed it into the input I had surgically grafted into the back of my neck. I was in. I didn't see my desk anymore, my shitty apartment, instead I saw the digital icons of my board, just as I had left them, shimmering like diamonds floating on a sea of fire. I reached out my hands and grasped the net icon, and was plunged onto the web. I was surprised I could still connect. My old sponsor, Yakahoma Technologies had promised me a lifetime of unlimited connectivity, but that was back when I was a champ, a winner with feeling in all my fingers. Five years ago.
Not much had changed in five years, amazingly enough. I flew through information grids, web pages filling up my vision. I zoned in on bits that looked interesting. It was rough going sometimes, the lack of finger dexterity meant I sometimes overshot the grids, missed stuff.
I looked everywhere I could, old haunts now filled with unfamiliar avatars, no help there. I even looked at job boards, but there were no listings for washed up pro-gamers, none that I could find.
Finally, I just looked for some new software to rev up my board. I couldn’t afford anything, so I looked around the back alleys, some rough trade back here. Most grids supported themselves with porno ads. There was still a ton of the stuff online, virtual women, stim jobs that could be anyone's fantasy, no matter how fucked up. I was flipping randomly through pages when an ad suddenly caught my eye. A blonde, looked just like Jeannie. I stopped, zoomed in for a closer look.
It wasn't Jeannie, thank God, but the similarity was amazing. Same eyes, same nose. Even the body was almost the same. It was unsettling, until I noticed the small, telling differences. I was tempted to make an appointment with her, see what she was like but payment was strictly cash, or DNA sample. I had no desire to share my DNA with anyone, and I was out of cash.
I had always known that Jeannie was a knockout, but I never before imagined her to be porn material, but here was her double, successfully peddling her flesh, on a good hub of the net too. She must be doing well. I broke the connection and snapped back to reality. I had spent hours online, and my hands hurt like hell.
Night was falling, Jeannie was going to be home soon. I dug through the fridge and found some old, but not too old, lasagne. It would have to do.
"Hey baby," Jeannie shouted as she threw open the door.
I looked up from the oven. "Hey, how was work honey?"
"Ehh, fine, dull. That place must be the dullest office on King Street. Not a single cool cat on the premises." She kicked off her high heels, sending them crashing into the wall. Her purse sailed through the air and landed with a thunk beside the couch. I just stared at her, amazed by her beauty. Amazed that she picked me.
I met her in a bar years ago, some asshole tried to scam me, sell me some bad Breeze. Jeannie noticed him swapping out the drugs for junk, tipped me off. I don't know why she helped me out that night, or why she took a shine to me. I just thank God that she did. Well, maybe not God, but whatever. Something was looking out for me that night
"Dinner's just about ready," I told her. She came over and gave me a kiss. "You didn't hear anything, did you? Any openings?" Jeannie shook her head sadly, biting her lip.
"Not yet baby, but I'll keep on listening, ask around."
We ate reheated lasagne, watched some T.V., and went to bed. My hands were throbbing from the hours spent on my board, but it was a good kind of pain, like after exercising. Falling asleep was impossible, it sounded like the neighbours were pulling a midnight run, the crashing and smashing of furniture moving came through the cardboard thin walls. I hoped they were going someplace better. Better than here, anyhow.
I woke up between two beautiful blondes again. Jeannie must have been dreaming about sexy things, because her dream double was frozen in a remarkably hot position, hips thrust out, hands stroking breasts, face blissed out, orgasmic. I pulled the covers slowly back, careful not to disturb the statue. Most doubles were only as thick as eggshells, hollow on the inside, like a cheap Easter bunny, they would crumble into dust. Man, this one was just hot looking. I looked over at Jeannie. It was a perfect replica, capturing every curve, line, and freckle. I gently ran my hand down the slope of the double's thigh. God, I thought, I bet someone would buy this, pay good money for a sexy statue like this.
That's when it hit me. If I could protect her doubles, I could sell them, maybe make enough to pay back Jimmy D, keep alive for another week. That would be sweet.
I looked over at Jeannie, she was still sleeping soundly; not much woke her up before her alarm. I slid out of bed, and got the blanket off the double. I placed my arms under it, and lifted, as though we were newlyweds about to start a new life together. I got out to the living room and realized I had no clue where to put her. It. Whatever. We only had three rooms in the whole apartment, so hiding spots were a scarce commodity. It just fit on the postage stamp sized excuse for a balcony we had. I closed the dingy curtains, and quietly got back into bed.
Jeannie woke up before me. I found her eating dry toast over the sink.
"Hey baby," she said looking bright-eyed. "Did I double last night? I had some weird dreams; I thought I might have doubled again."
I shook my head, stealing a glance towards the balcony. "Nope, not unless it dusted before I got up. Didn't see much dust, though."
"Okay. Shit, I've gotta run, I'm gonna be late. Have a good day, okay?" She looked at me with eyes that were asking me to try to do something productive.
"I will. You too. Try to have fun with the dullards." With a wink and a smile, she was gone. I counted to sixty, hoping that would be long enough that she wouldn't have to come back for something, a forgotten purse or wallet, before going to the balcony. The double was still out there, still in good condition. I gently pulled it back in, set it down in the living room.
I had to protect it, there was no way I could ever sell it like this; it would be dust before it made it down the street. I needed some of that silicon spray Jon used.
I turned the house upside down, looking for money. There was a big pile of change in the dresser, and a few bills under the couch. It's amazing how much money you can have without realizing it. I just hoped it would be enough.
I limped out the door and down the hall. A glint of light shining from my neighbour’s apartment caught my eye as I went past. The front door to their apartment was open a little bit. Peeking inside, I could see that it was empty, stripped bare. I pushed open the door and stepped in. They left it clean, I'll say that much for them. I went back my apartment and found some duct tape to tape down the door latch. The door closed properly, but didn’t lock; I could get in and out whenever I needed. It could be a week or more before the landlord even noticed they were gone, and this would make excellent storage space. I carefully closed the door behind me and went in search of silicon spray.
I wasted half of my morning running (well, limping) around in the cold, grey rain, going to store after store. I scurried home and covered the double with a thick, shiny coat. It would never be a replacement for a real woman, but it sure was sexy.
I hooked myself back into my board, and opened the camera icon. The input my eyes were receiving was automatically stored on my hard drive. I took lots of pictures of the double from various discrete angles, you know, trying to make it a bit of a mystery.
EBuy was still online and active, the biggest auction house on the Internet. It was easier for me to be online today. My hands didn't hurt as much, I had more finesse. I knew I would never be the gamer I once was, but I could still work a board better than ninety percent of people out there. My fingers flew as I selected the best pictures, made up a quick sales page, remembering the days when I used to sell autographed memorabilia. Not much call for that these days. I set the auction running. I looked over to Jeannie's double, and decided I should get it out of the apartment. I unhooked myself from my board, and went over to it. It was heavier with the spray on, slicker and slippery, more difficult to carry. My ribs hated me, and my hands shook, but I got it over to the recently vacated apartment.
I went home and got back online. There was a bid. Fifty dollars. Not exactly the big time, but a start.
Over the next three days Jeannie had two more dream doubles, not as sexy as the first, but good enough. I put them up on eBuy, hoped for the best. The first one sold for one thousand dollars, two dudes got into a bidding war in the last hour, and together they drove the price up six hundred dollars. It wasn't enough to get me out of the shit entirely, but it was a good start.
Then the media got wind of what I was doing.
Explosion.
Two minor websites ran stories about my little sales, with direct connections to the eBuy pages.
Explosion.
Those pages were picked up by news aggregators, and proved surprisingly popular.
Bid after bid came in. Of course, there were some idiots bidding a million dollars, but most of them were legit. More than enough to pay back Jimmy D. Enough to put a small down payment on a house.
Word kept spreading, and by noon the mainstream media was reporting the story, complete with tastefully cropped pictures of the doubles. One of the guys at Jeannie's office saw them, recognized her. Showed them to Jeannie.
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