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MARTIN and MARTINE
Part 1
Martin watches the hairon the back of his hand hold back sea water like a small dam as he submerges it slowly while floating prone and motionless on his surfboard, propped up on his elbows, just off shore from the village of Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer, Omaha Beach, in Normandy, France. He can feel the sun heating his back and neck, now dry from the long wait since the last set of waves. The air is clear and the water is calm. The water temperature is twenty-four degrees Celsius, warm for this time of year. Martin submerges his hand and leans forward on his elbows, feeling the rough wax under his forearms and fingertips, sand mixed in slightly with the wax, better for the sure footing he will need for the next wave. His long board is made of a new synthetic balsa wood and is the closest thing to purity in surfing he can imagine. It makes him one with the Hawaiian giant, Duke Kahanamoku, and the many unknown participants in “The Sport of Kings.” It is the first time he has tried a balsa wood board. He finds it a little too buoyant, but surprisingly light and maneuverable…and fast. Its buoyancy causes him to sit higher in the water than he is accustomed and his wetsuit is overheating now. He looks back over his shoulder toward the ocean. It’s flat. The next set of waves may emerge suddenly and he worries that he may be too close to shore. The wait, the heat, the beauty of the moment, have made him lazy, almost winsome. He worries that he is out of practice if a big wave comes. His shoulders are sore from paddling. He is out of practice at many things he used to do in the days when he could leave Paris on a whim, before he started his job, before it was impossible to get away, but now he is doing his favorites thing: driving his 1970 red convertible Alpha Spider to the coast for a day of surfing, then home before dark.
Everything he sees around him is clear and dimensional in the bright sunlight. He feels like he is sitting in a 3D movie. Objects are in sharp focus near to far, from his hand to the nose of his surfboard, from the other surfers several meters away, to the three dark rings on the old lighthouse, “Le Stiff,” at Île d'Ouessant, which began operating in 1699. He has been using the old lighthouse all day as a marker to line up for waves, positioning himself relative to a cathedral behind it. He realizes that the tide is now low and he should paddle out further. He decides to change boards. He turns his head and sees a 9’ 6” replica of a Yater “Spoon” floating next to him. He climbs on the new board and kicks his feet in circles, pointing the nose of the board toward the open ocean. He lies prone and digs his arms into the water, making long muscular strokes and picking up speed as he tests the hydrodynamics of the new board. The board slides across the glassy water, its nose occasionally dipping under the surface and spreading a thick sheet of wavelets toward Martin’s chin. After moving fifty meters further out to sea, Martin stops paddling and lets the board coast through the water. He lets his arms drag alongside the board. The cool ocean feels good on his arms. The sure balance of this board comforts him. With his chin resting on the front of the board the horizon seems only meters away as he coasts to a stop. The ocean is calm in all directions and spectral highlights glint back at him like gems floating on top of the water as he looks in the direction of the sun. He hears a small wave break on the beach behind him. It will be a long wait until the next set of waves.
As he waits, he feels the perfect day around him. He smells the salt air and kelp, closes his eyes and would sleep if he could. He rolls off the board into the water and, holding his breath, floats just below the water line, a single leaf of kelp sawing gently on his ankle below the cuff of his wetsuit. He turns over and floats on his back and closes his eyes. The water circles his face from chin to forehead; his eye sockets the East and West of a living island in the warm Atlantic looking up at the sun. He is pleased to be so alive in his own imagination, with all of his memories and understanding close at hand.
The road is free of traffic as he leaves Saint-Laurent-sur-Mer and enters the highway toward Paris. On a straight section, through farmland turning gently to bypass Bayeux on the way to Caen, Martin presses the accelerator to the floor to see how fast the Alfa will go. Already in fifth gear, the car accelerates past one hundred forty-five kilometers per hour, one sixty, one seventy-five. The tachometer has only reached forty-five hundred RPM and will redline at six thousand. Soon the car reaches two hundred forty, two fifty-five, two sixty. Martin keeps the car at full throttle and looks over at his surfboard, its nose pushed down into the legroom of the passenger seat, fin extending up and behind the car. This keeps it steady and straight in the wind. The speedometer will not move beyond two sixty and Martin decides to maintain this speed as he starts to close on trucks and passenger vehicles entering the highway just past Bayeux. He listens to the engine and it sounds happy at this speed. It is turning at a rate most engines never see except during brief accelerations through lower gears. He checks his gauges for oil pressure and engine temperature. Everything is normal. This car was built for performance after all. A slow moving truck in the right lane starts passing a slower truck and begins to move into Martin’s lane. He doesn’t want to brake as he closes on them rapidly, so he moves over to the right shoulder, passing the slower truck like a stunt driver, dust flying up behind him. He explodes ahead of them and turns into the open highway at full speed.
Soon he passes Caen. At Eveux he turns west to drive on the river roads along the Seine from Louviers to Giverny. The sky is still clear and the traffic is still light from the All Saints Day Weekend. He drives along a river road just outside Saint Pierre du Vauvray and notices that he is almost out of gas. He doesn’t have enough to make it back to Paris. A long curving stretch of road lies before him with no services in sight. The road rises to a rocky bluff with a tunnel through it. He enters the tunnel honking his horn as his father did when they dove through the Malibu tunnel when he was young. The other side of the tunnel opens on a beautiful view of the Seine where tourists have stopped to take pictures. He crosses the lane into oncoming traffic, swerves to miss a truck transporting gasoline, clips the back of a bus unloading tourists, and smashes through a guard rail overlooking the Seine. As the car arcs downward toward the river below he feels the sensation of weightlessness and, in slow motion, lets go of the steering wheel, releases his seatbelt, separates from the car and floats above it, his surfboard gliding next to him and slowly turning right side up. In a split second Martin grasps the surfboard and pulls it to his chest, air surfing the last second of flight before he smashes into the water just beyond the Alfa.
Martin opens his eyes and sees shoppers climbing and descending a transparent spiral staircase above him. The sun shines through the curved virtual glass onto his face. The rotating staircase alternates between transparent and textured, with dazzling crystalline patterns. He raises his body from the recliner and leans back on his elbows, looking for the salesperson. The store around him has lost the quality of depth and 3D dimensionality he has just experienced while surfing and driving the back roads of the French countryside. Now back from his fantasy, he notices how thoroughly the real world is polluted with background noise and visual clutter. Bits, his Puxie, a cross between a dachshund and a pug with a splice of facial genes from a chimpanzee, looks up at him with his sad and innocent face.
“Most people don’t crank it all the way on the first try,” the salesperson says, approaching him from above and behind. “You encountered the system’s main limiter, the dead line. It can’t simulate organ failure, prolonged pain, discomfort, or death. You can induce some pain, like being tackled, but basically it won’t let you torture yourself or cause yourself mental trauma. Extreme sport crashes like the one you just tried are allowed, but you get a numb thud and that’s it. It’s probably close to the sensation of dying, if you think about it, a numb thud, then immediate unconsciousness, your nervous system shutting down before pain receptors let you know you’re messed up beyond repair.”
“I could smell the diesel exhaust of the bus just before I hit the fence,” Martin says.
“Smells and tastes are great, aren’t they? Try Cooking with Arzak in San Sebastian. Programmers are starting to write incredible once-in-a-lifetimes. I had a two-hour conversation with Einstein last night. As you’ve probably heard, this version comes with an upgrade for fully realized thoughts, conversations, fantasies, and dreams. Everyone in Paris is toying with this new feature. You’ll know what’s happening when you see thousands of people just sitting or standing with their eyes closed.”
“While driving?”
“It detects motor skills like driving or walking and won’t let you check out completely. When you walk in the park talking to an avatar of a friend, say, your imagination and reality merge.”
“I did notice one inconsistency,” Martin says, handing the headgear to the salesperson. “I was surfing at Omaha Beach and I was within two kilometers of the ‘Le Stiff’. It’s an old lighthouse about two hundred fifty kilometers away, near Brest.”
“That’s entertainment.”
A line is forming beside the recliner and Martin gets up to let the next person, guided by another Apple Store employee in a black shirt, sit on the recliner, lean back, and demo Best Friend.
“I’ll take it,” says Martin.
“You won’t regret it,” says the salesperson. “Early adopters rule. It’s the biggest thing since television…when was that, like two-hundred years ago?”
The salesperson opens the transaction with a quick double rub of thumb and index finger, his hand resting on the sales counter. Beneath the counter is an unseen laser that tracks the movements of his fingers and hand gestures. The salesperson’s hands and fingers move faster than an expert signing for the deaf. Failing to disguise his boredom, he makes two triple taps, waiting between them for the computer to respond, then continues the purchase, answering prompts heard through the translator attached to his right ear.
Martin’s eyes wander across several wall-sized 3D displays angling from the high ceiling of the store. He sees an attractive female floating in the air above him. She holds the headgear of Best Friend above her head and intones seductively, “If you want a tennis partner, coach, a teacher, a professor, a playmate, or a shrink, Best Friend appears instantly as a trusted companion, available for any request. Computers have liberated all barriers to the brain and now you can summon all the knowledge and experience in the world directly into your mind by simply relaxing and looking inward. Best Friend knows everything about you, your moods, your needs, what makes you happy…”
“You get some pretty wild stuff with first timers,” the salesperson says, oblivious to the media above him. “Most people go right for the porn. You can have fantasies with your girlfriend, or her girlfriend, and she won’t even know it. I’m not supposed to tell you that. There are lots of pirated bodies on Best Friend; stolen from girls you see walking right past you on the streets of Paris. Today a pretty girl you work with, tomorrow a porn clone. They have a whole department that trashes porn all day. What a job.”
Martin smells pot on the Salesperson’s breath and sees a fashionable NEWI button on his collar: There is can be ‘No Evolution Without Ignorance,’ mantra of the formerly militant Nativist Greens.
“…and you never have to worry about privacy,” the spokesmodel continues, “because it’s all in your mind.”
In front of the screen above them a brain transforms into the planet Earth, which floats in space and turns slowly.
“No record of your fantasies ever exists, and no one can pretend to be you. Communication with your brain is secure. Best Friend taps the power of your superior brain, where everything is as close as the next thought. And say goodbye to hardware as Best Friend displays your documents right in front of you, anywhere.”
A thin and transparent and glowing “lunch box” floats down in front of the spokesmodel, who reads a text by expanding a side of the box with one hand. She narrows her eyes and thinks, causing words to appear in the layout of a document. She replies to an email and checks her Facebook in rapid succession, her thoughts turning into commands and text, dispatching her work swiftly without interrupting the rhythm of her sales pitch. The “lunch box” disappears. He remembers seeing the same six-sided object turn into a text box informing him that “Le Stiff” began operating in 1699, only moments before.
Martin laments that he lives in a world where The Server, the computer that replaced government and industry, decides where privacy rights begin and end. The Server repeats over and over that people can do and think whatever they want on-line, with absolute privacy, but The Server is always watching and listening. Martin is comforted by knowing that the parameters of The Server are decided by people, monitored by a judiciary. The Server is not asked to define things like child abuse, brutality, hate speech, yet it is inescapable that everything one says, does, and thinks accumulates on The Server as a continuous dossier, summonable in a court of law. What rights do you have to fantasize with your girlfriend without her consent? What if you beat her or killed her? Wouldn’t The Server know?
“Welcome to porn world,” the salesperson says with a mocking flatness, returning from the stock room with Martin’s copy of Best Friend. Martin notices the clever packaging: Best Friendcomes in a cube covered with video paper that merges with any background no matter how you hold it. The Best Friend logo,
, the eponymous Chinese character is rendered in 3D “Ben Hur” type and always faces the observer from the center of the box.
“What happens if you sleep with it on?” Martin asks.
The salesperson smiles. “Personally I can’t fall asleep with it on. I’m always too busy trying to remember the names all the girls in my bedroom.”
The salesperson’s eyes wander up to the spokesmodel above them. “I hate those ads. They make this system out to be some kind of butler.”
“When will you be able to interact with other people?”
“If you think you’re going to bypass The Server and go person to person, you’ve got another thing coming. Can you imagine, everyone would emigrate to a free virtual world of avatars where we weren’t monitored all the time? Besides, this technology’s about radio interfering with brain waves, a very weak interface. The communication is almost all one-way. Your brain is doing most of the work. Our fast computers can now read your brain waves and stimulate synapses but they can only make good guesses about what is happening in here,” he says, pointing to his head. “There’s no clear output channel to work with.”
The salesperson mutes his translator and says something to a colleague in a dialect Martin doesn’t understand, probably Romanish from the Tyrol. He turns back to Martin and his translator cuts back in.
“It’s good at talking to dead people. Dead people have lots of open records on The Server for simulations. When you talk to a live person, like your mom, it’s only in terms of what Best Friend knows about her from public documents, or what you say about her that’s not slanderous. There’s no direct communication, but it’s still pretty cool how close it gets to the real thing.”
“So your mom can’t hear you, even if she’s on Best Friend herself?”
“We’re not there yet. Just texts so far. My mom never responds to me anyway.”
This exchange causes Martin to think painfully about his parents who have been missing for ten years.
“Want to wear it out?”
Martin nods and the salesperson taps a rhythm code followed by a cryptic gang sign on the glass display counter with his three middle fingers, followed by a quick paradiddle with thumb and pinkie, apparently to reopen the transaction. The display counter is alive with tiny holograms of current pop music stars standing on tiny stages that double as coffee cup coasters. Martin guesses the salesperson’s employee code is “Shave and a haircut, two bits,” followed by a doubling of first eight notes of Beethoven’s Ninth.
“The best part is that you don’t need this thing any more.”
The salesperson removes Martin’s translator then holds the elegantly designed Best Friend headgear on extended arms high above Martin’s head. The salesperson glances at the wall behind them, eyeing the large picture of Napoleon crowning himself, by Jacques-Louis David, which is used in the magazine advertisements for Best Friend. Martin feels silly as the salesperson encourages him to take the headgear and crown himself like Napoleon. All eyes in the store turn toward Martin. The headgear is light and transparent with the consistency of human hair. The shimmering laurel leaves disguise radio transmitters positioned to stimulate the brain and send weak commands back to The Server from inside the head. The French National Anthem starts to play and all eyes in the store watch this corny ritual as Martin adjusts the supple and translucent leaves of Best Friend above his forehead and behind his ears.
“You look like Caesar,” the salesperson says. Martin can suddenly understand him without his translator. “You look like an emperor with slaves,” the salesperson says. Martin blames the political incorrectness of the salesperson’s cheerful reference to slavery on second-rate translation software. These willing lapses are a bad national habit masking personal animus, which emerged with the development of real time translators.
“Girls integrate it into their hairstyles it’s so fashionable. I don’t think you should hide it, as far as my taste goes.”
The music continues and the people waiting in line lose interest in his purchase. Martin still feels a lingering humiliation at having been forced to participate in the store’s cloying ritual of crowing himself. The salesperson turns to help a ninety-year old woman into the lounger to demo Best Friend. He addresses both Martin and the woman as he sets up the demo.
“If you summon a person you know, it looks up everything about that person on The Server, everything recorded or written by or about them. Best Friend simulates that person and suddenly there you are, communicating the dead…”
The salesperson pauses and throws a little wink of ageism toward Martin, “…or the living.”
The salesperson turns back to the woman and makes a final adjustment to her headgear.
“Inhale and exhale and think of what makes you happy.”
The woman smiles at the salesperson and closes her eyes, trusting him with a little squeeze of her hand in his. After a few seconds she utters a small and pleasurable “Uh!” She then exhales, immersed in a complete and unknown fantasy.
“She’s gone,” the salesperson says, turning to Martin and reaching for a sandwich in his backpack behind the counter.
“How many times did Einstein explain relativity? Thousands. It’s a snap for Best Friend to simulate that. But it’s Einstein’s hair that amazes you more than his intelligence.”
“Really,” Martin says skeptically, as he drums the counter with his rhythm ID, a passage from Schubert’s “Trout” quintet.
“Ok, at first…” the salesperson says, defending his superficiality.
“Recommend this purchase to others?”
“Ask me later,” Martin says.
“You will.”
The salesperson closes the purchase file with another tap on the counter. Martin and the salesmen hear the universal sound of a completed traction, three consecutive and decisive tones.
“You look good in your hallucination toupee,” the salesperson laughs, another bad translation Martin thinks, unless he’s being wise. He knows Apple is required to comply with the Hope Act and hire people off the streets who are forced by The Server into productive occupations. The stores are full of members of a generation raised with no goals or aspirations, who are prepared to denigrate everything.
Martin hears the French National Anthem, combined with the soundscape of a large stadium full of fans anticipating a great sports event, as Best Friend boots up. He hears applause break out in the distance.
“How do you control the volume?” he asks.
“Just think the word ‘mute’, or ‘soft’, ‘loud’ or whatnot. It gets what you mean right off the bat.”
Martin thinks, “fade music,” and The Marseillaise fades out while the crowd remains loud. Martin thinks, “dip background,” and he can hear the salesperson’s voice again but with a richer dynamic range, set apart from the background noise of the store.
“It learns fast,” Martin says, amazed how quickly Best Friend responded to recording industry jargon from a cold start.
“You won’t need these,” says the salesperson, compulsively winding up the earbuds to Martin’s translator and handing them back to him.
“This one feature, universal translation, makes it worth the price of admission. The greatest thing is that all external translators are compatible with it and you’re now hearing the audio in your head. People can talk to you in their natural mother tongues. Life is simple again. No more of these.”
The salesperson pulls a worn and yellow earbud from his ear and hisses at it.
“Right now BF is guessing where words are stored in your brain and gets very good at it, you’ll see. Roll your tongue just behind your teeth on the roof of your mouth. That’s your new mouse.”
Martin does this and sees a small red dot floating in space that he moves near and far, up and down, left and right. He rolls it over an attractive woman strolling by a hologram of Miles Davis playing a duet with John Coltrane. A thought bubble pops out above her head with Facebook blubs. Her handle is adorable: Maisaysmeh. She is “thinking about careers in wine,” she has two hundred friends in Perth, Australia…”
“Do you see a blue mushroom with yellow dots on the floor yet?”
“Yes,” Martin says.
“Step on it, kick it, or pick it.”
Martin sees the mushroom next to Bits on the floor. It shocks him at first with its realism and a second time with the mystical intensity of its color. He stoops down to pick it up but it bursts into an enchanting cloud of diamond dust before his eyes.
“You’ve just been in sleep mode. Now Best Friend is waking up. This technology is a kludgy way to breach the computer brain barrier,” the salesperson says. “But it works pretty well wouldn’t you say?”
Martin swallows as he is lifted emotionally by the music of the Best Friend intro. The salesperson moves Martin to a small vestibule at the entrance of the store at the bottom of the staircase where a ten year old girl with large blue eyes stands next to her father who is also experiencing Best Friend for the first time. The store elongates into a tunnel of 3D clarity, objects on every plane from his nose to infinity in sharp focus. His field of vision widens and his eyes can dart around to every object he sees while every other object remains in clear view. His eyes come to rest on a large circular purse carried by a young woman browsing the store. As his eyes follow the purse, a text box appears below it with a question mark inside it. Martin thinks the word “brand” and the Prada logo appears in the text box. He moves from person to person, to products on display, to air-conditioning ducts with their histories of manufacture and maintenance dangling from them in 3D pull-downs. Details and particulars emerge from every object and surface in his field of vision, delighting his interest.
He notices, with a heightened emotionality, the texture and pattern of the blue and white store rug with its puzzle-piece weave, the intimate father-daughter tableau in front of him: a little girl standing next to her father blowing a large soap bubble from a kit given to her by the salesperson. Martin feels a welling of uncontrollable feelings, neither good nor bad, as he scans the commonplace elements of a retail store. He doesn’t know if he is about to burst into tears or burst out laughing. He feels disoriented and reminds himself where he is: in an Apple Store. He says the word “stop” in his head and the intro music stops and suddenly everything becomes normal again. 3D collapses into 2D. He hears the reassuring ambient murmur of the store’s background sound. He feels his skin. There are goose bumps on his arm. His heart is pounding from this strange distortion induced by Best Friend. The machine is “off,” he thinks, because it responds with a gentle and confirming sound: an exhaling human breath at the edge of slumber. A small, animated child appears snoozing on a blue mushroom now positioned on top of Martin’s guitar case. Martin takes a deep breath himself and closes his eyes. No fantasies envelope him. He hears the sound of two shoppers descending the staircase speaking Farsi. He hears a steel drum playing in the distance, outside the Pyramid of the Louvre. He opens his eyes and sees that the salesperson has wandered over to the woman on the lounger and Martin watches her as she arches her back in pleasure. Another spectral mushroom appears next to his right foot. He nudges it with his shoe and it explodes beautifully. The world around him becomes dimensional again. He hears the Best Friend intro music and a woman’s comforting voice saying, “Good Morning Martin…” The voice is considerate, generous, reliable, and sensitive, up for anything, eager for requests of any nature.
“Just ignore me and go about your day. I’ll be learning where your words are…”
Martin watches as the little girl next to him takes a deep breath as her next bubble approaches the size of her head. One more exhale and the bubble will be the size of a basketball.
“I’m your Best Friend. I’ll keep you informed, advised and entertained. I’m always here with you. I’m always here for you.” Martin thinks, “skip intro,” and hears Best Friend reply in the same voice: “What should we do?”
Martin tests the machine’s response to voice commands.
“How do you work?”
The voice begins again after a short tone of music.
“Sorry, I’m still a little slow. There are no circuits in and out of the brain other than the ones for speech and body language and, as lovers know, pheromones. Our brains and immune systems process immense amounts of chemical data but our bodies respond mutely. We are closed off to the outside world and, as organisms; we spend most of our time fending against its onslaughts. We do well when stimulated by the world but most of the information we learn about it remains inside of us. Silicone intelligence has already passed us in brain speed and finally there is a way to harness the amazing technology that runs our government, our cities, our industries, and serves our lives. Best Friend connects all the information in the world directly to our brains through Micro Positron Emission Tomography, or MPET. Silicone and Carbon intelligence can finally work together rapidly and seamlessly. Best Friend listens to your brain and makes good guesses about what you’re thinking, giving you instant information without keyboards or speech at Genius Brain Clock Speed™, providing you with fully realized thoughts, fantasies, and dreams, not to mention access to all media ever produced. Best Friend does this by synchronizing itself directly with your speech centers.”
“Human brains are able to distinguish forty to fifty phonemes per second. For other sounds, only twenty per second. This is your brain’s clock speed: fast, but faster with Best Friend. Speech is the gateway to our minds. First, Best Friend finds where you store the alphabet in your brain and determines which language you speak. Next, it looks for your words and other paralinguistic cues in the dense circuitry. It checks to see if you are male or female. It can tell you gender by your vocabulary. After indexing your vocabulary, Best Friend can then interact with individual synapses at speeds considerably faster than real time. As an example, your brain can tell in less than a second that a voice is male or female. Aided by Best Friend, your brain can now do this in a millionth of millisecond. Your brain is great at separating speech from sounds, like a siren passing on the street… ”
Martin grasps the science of Best Friend and thinks, “skip.” Immediately, he hears three soft tones in A-Flat.
“…but, like poetry, consciousness is language, and Best Friend is good at understanding your moods, your age, and your personality, all through words. Words, when linked by simile, create images in your mind, and thus the power of Best Friend to create stunning recreations of actual experiences…in real time.”
Martin thinks, “skip,” and hears the confirming tones repeat again. They are slightly sharper than A-Flat and he knows this will bother him each time he hears them so he thinks, “adjust.”
“Volume?”, “Rhythm?” or “Pitch?”
“Pitch,” Martin thinks.
Another blue mushroom appears on Martin’s guitar case. He thinks, “higher,” and the mushroom grows slightly larger. He hears the confirming tones pitch up. A small three-dimensional text block appears in front of the mushroom as the tone hits eight hundred fourteen vibrations per second. Martin thinks, “stop,” and hears, “you must have perfect pitch.”
“Yes,” Martin thinks.
“We’ll try to keep things in tune from now on.”
Another block appears with an informational footnote: “…for the slow movements of Beethoven’s works in C Minor, Beethoven chose A-flat major.”
Martin knows this but doesn’t know how to cancel a footnote so he thinks, “thanks.”
“Ok, back to how I work… Best Friend is not primarily for fantasies, although they can be fun. It’s an advisor, a life coach, an assistant…and a Best Friend.”
Martin is curious about how he felt so convincingly “there” while surfing his favorite beach in Normandy and thinks fantasies.”
“Best Friend’s fantasies also give you real-time personality simulations of historical and contemporary figures which have impressed and entertained thousands of new users. Think of the name of a friend and in seconds you’ll be lost in stimulating conversation. Best Friend knows a lot about your friends from public information on The Server. If you want a tennis partner, trainer, life coach, teacher, professor, playmate, or shrink, Best Friend boots instantly as a trusted companion and messenger, available for any request. Martin, as you have already seen, you just relax and look inward. Think of keywords and topics and let Best Friend do the rest.”
Martin thinks: “Is my mother still alive?”
There is a short pause and he hears: “No, she died on 10/11/12. I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry too,” Martin thinks, as he imagines the moment of her death in Memphis, Tennessee. It feels like ten years ago, but he knows it’s longer.
New reports from local media start to run on a small transparent screen that extends from one side of the “lunch box.” He has seen these reports over and over and is numb to them. Best Friend senses this, mutes the sound, and the screen slowly fades away. As it disappears Martin reaches out to the screen and makes it larger and smaller by pulling its edges. He finds he can also change its size by sliding the tip of his tongue across the roof of his mouth, mimicking the operation of a mouse. He sees a nuclear explosion and mushroom cloud captured by a news camera ten miles outside downtown Memphis, Tennessee in the middle of the night. He thinks, “stop.”
The TV screen disappears in a cartoon-like puff of smoke. Martin turns around and sees that others haven’t noticed. The puff was for his eyes only.
The huge bubble the little girl was blowing suddenly pops. The little girl giggles and pulls at her father’s sleeve. Her father is immersed in Best Friend himself, and the little girl wants him to see her blow an even larger bubble.
Martin realizes that the last conversation with Best Friend, which included system adjustments, technical explanations, and a few sad memories on his part, occurred in less than a second. This amazes him.
“Will try to be more sensitive next time,” he hears. He doesn’t feel obligated to respond. He assumes Best Friend is still learning him. The images have made him both sad and angry and he wonders if this marvelous machine is now going to make him even more numb to his feelings or immersed in his sorrows with this new power to accelerate his thought process. He lets his mind drift. He thinks how he is constantly engaged with machines in everything he does and he knows he is becoming too obsessive about information. He has second thoughts about his purchase.
“I’m glad I know that. I’ll keep news to a minimum and, again, be more sensitive to your experiences.”
Martin thinks, “pause,” and the tunnel effect disappears.
The salesperson approaches him and pats him on the back.
“When enough of your friends get on you’ll see how fun it is. But before they do, spend as much time talking to yourself so you can tune up your self-presentation and delete bogus or incomplete data and inappropriate visual tags. And enjoy the porn viruses before the sucker explodes them.”
Martin doesn’t encourage the salesperson to clarify this, knowing he can now ask Best Friend. He glances at the lounger and the woman’s eyes are full of tears.
“Is she Ok?”
The salesperson bites his fingernail and looks up through a street level window at a pearl white Maserati Combio Coursa pushed by two perfect platinum haired models for display under the Louver’s pyramid. The models have identical faces of Annie Lennox.
“She’s fine.” He says. “The first thing old people do is they always go back to witness their own birth.”
Martin picks up his backpack and guitar, climbs the stairs and heads out of the pyramid into the bright sunshine of the Place du Carrousel. Bits sniffs the front tire of the Combio Coursa on the way out and both models look up and flash identically ambiguous smiles at Martin as he holds the door for Bits.
Martin walks diagonally across the wide plaza in front of the Louvre, weaving his way through a thousand Asian students in identical school uniforms. Martin picks up Bits with one arm and jaywalks through traffic across the Rue de Rivoli. When he puts Bits down a blue mushroom appears on the curb. Bits cannot see it and sniffs a cigar butt smoldering on a cobblestone. Bits recoils from the smell and walks through the mushroom toward Martin, wagging his tail.Martin reaches down to stroke Bits’ head and flicks the mushroom with his fingertips. It explodes in a silent puff of sparkling yellow and blue dust. When Martin stands up, the six-story building across the street, a good example of Second Empire style, with dormer windows on top, has changed color. It is now hot pink. Twelve of its sixteen windows, all framed by red and white keystones with red wrought-iron balustrades and white sashes, suspend large three dimensional words in white letters with dark red drop shadows, as if bolted below the lentils and part of the building’s original structure: SEX LOVE ROMANCE MARRIAGE CHILDREN FAMILY HOME GRANDCHILDREN MARRIAGE ROMANCE LOVE SEX…an advertisement for a female sex enhancement drug. As he watches, the red shutters behind the windows, framed by white sashes, roll up like curtains, grabbing his attention.
“Wrong target audience,” Martin thinks.
“We’re having some trouble today figuring out who should see what,” Best Friend says.
Martin looks down the street and sees thousands of signs and text boxes attached as if bolted to buildings, providing information and promotion for every item on the street. Overcome by the visual clutter he thinks, “advertising off.” He looks back at the pink building and sees its dour exterior with a giant stickie affixed, stating that the building was constructed in 1866 and followed by the building’s long history from design through chain of title, famous residents, current residents, and assessment records. Martin thinks, “no information,” and the street returns to normal. He sees a quaint Paris street with the sun streaming bright light down a narrow canyon of shadows, shiny cobblestones, plants hanging from window boxes, a few people strolling in the warm afternoon while two policemen in blue uniforms chat next to a street level balcony with a bicycle chained to it. Martin realizes he could linger for hours studying the architectural history of a single building, knowing he would only be using seconds of real time, but he wants to sing today and heads in the direction of Place des Vosges. Best Friend is more amazing than advertised, he thinks. He hears a quiet “thank you” in his head, which startles him. A computer is monitoring his thoughts. He is not yet comfortable with that.
Bits follows closely behind Martin as he approaches Place des Vosges. A few block back Martin conjured his friend Calex. Until now Best Friend has been having a difficult time assembling a coherent avatar for Calex, Martin’s closest friend. Calex walks next to Martin with his characteristic stride: head bobbing up and down with each footstep forward, full body turns toward distractions, occasional backward walking with the same bouncing gait when responding to Martin’s questions. With shaggy brown hair and beard, dressed in the earth tones of his military surplus wardrobe, Best Friend’srepresentation of Calex’s current look is perfect; his voice, his eye color, his breathe-in laugh, all simulated with amazing familiarity and believability to Martin. Best Friend has even captured his humor, his exaggerated hand gestures and the little dance he always does when excited, bending his knees slightly, as he is doing now, circling Martin and restraining him in mock panic to warn him of a car approaching when it is just a kid crossing in front of them pushing a toy 1958 Corvette. After Calex pushes Martin out of the way to safety with open hands, Martin feels his physical strength as Calex grips his clothes, preventing an awkward stumble. But Calex falls silent, loses his ebullience and just tags along behind Martin looking up with an empty stare saying “I don’t know, let me think about it for a minute,”when Martin asks Calex what the world is coming to. No response to this question is the most uncharacteristic response possible from Calex, clear evidence of a buggy avatar.
Martin emerges under the arcades of Place des Vosges and he sees more tags about the architecture and history of the square attached to the surrounding buildings. He thinks, “clean,” and they disappear. Then he thinks, “tags,” and they reappear, proving to himself that Best Friend’s command of his vocabulary is growing. It is a late fall afternoon and the light gives the buildings a cherry tint. People hurry in and out of shops. Martin and Calex pass in front of a pastry shop. As they walk by the window, a tray of pastries extends to within an arm’s length of Martin as if he were leaning over the counter inside the shop, apparently a promotional applet on Best Friend paid for by the pâtisserie. He smells the sweet aroma of the éclairs.
“Advertising off,” Martin thinks, finding the promotion overbearing, and the tray disappears. But Martin is hungry and goes back and buys an éclair. Calex follows him into the shop. As Martin bites into the éclair, Calex dips his knees and moves his face close to Martin’s, looking directly into his eyes.
“Sex toys for the mouth, hero. Show it a little pleasure.”
Calex encourages Martin with his typically self-conscious and obnoxious humor, gesturing with open palms and wide eyes, then miming a sexy way to eat an éclair with his tongue.
“If evolution hadn’t meant for éclairs to be scooped out with a stiff tongue it wouldn’t have made them look like a pussy.”
“There’s the Calex I know,” Martin thinks.
“Continue,” Martin says, curious where an avatar for Calex will go with this, pressing to be crude in public, knowing he cannot be overheard.
The shopkeeper is puzzled by the imaginary conversation Martin is having with an invisible friend. Martin thinks it is no different from overhearing one side of a conversation someone is having on a cell phone. It must be the eye contact with Calex that is noticeable.
Calex looks at Martin with a dismissive face. “Evolution is the result of female choice,” he says, “our intelligence is merely an ornament of display, like a peacock’s tail, to show women we’re clever and not insane. Evolution has required that in a matter of minutes women need to ascertain if we can be trusted. Our brains get us laid, bro.”
Martin decides to take this conversation out under the arcades of the Marais when the shopkeeper frowns at Bits. Bits runs ahead of Martin toward the square.
“Could that be the reason you’re not getting laid?”
Martin catches a raised eyebrow from the shopkeeper as he exits the pastry shop, the doorbell pealing a cascade of flat notes.
“And you, a walking poster of desperation with that chubby dog. Girls see right through your faux sensitivity.” Two young women, arm in arm, pass Martin and smile. Martin realizes that Calex’s avatar sees the same people he sees. Martin looks down at the sidewalk and discovers an avatar for Bits looking up at him. Bits’ avatar speaks like a Texan unable to properly pronounce his “r’s.”
“I tell you Mawtin, Calex isn’t someone to be weal pwoud of. I’m surpwised you call him your fwiend.”
Martin stops under the arched entry to Places des Vosges and doubles up laughing at Bits’ sudden acquisition of the power of speech.
“Why are you laughing?” Calex asks. “You should ask any girl here in the square if she agrees with me. I’d do it myself…”
A short distance away a tall blond woman in her thirties is walking her young son back from school. The boy pulls at this mother’s arm so he can visit with Bits, the real Bits, who has just emerged from exploring an adjacent hallway. Calex runs toward them.
“Hey you,” Calex says to the woman, wildly.
The woman doesn’t respond to Calex and allows her son to pet Bits.
“See, I’m virtual,” he shouts back to Martin. “No response from the cold bitch. You ask her Martin. Dare you.”
Bits’ avatar looks up at Martin again.
“He’s mean spwrited Mawtin. I’m sewriously thinking of peeing on his pant leg.”
Martin bursts out laughing again and the tall blond woman takes Martin for crazy and pulls the little boy away from Bits.
“His name is Bits,” Martin calls to the woman. “He won’t bite.”
The little boy says Bits’ name and struggles to pet him.
“I can ignore you,” Martin shouts to Calex, starting to laugh again. The woman hears this, picks up the little boy, and walks away rapidly.
“You can’t, really, because I’m right,” says Calex, approaching Martin. “She took you for a mush with a pooch.”
“I’m sure she gets it every day for being awesome,” says Martin.
“You never will,” say Calex, turning away from Martin in mock disgust to survey the other women in the square. When Calex first appeared as an avatar, Martin noticed that he was not wearing a translator. Calex spoke in English. Martin is amazed at the simulation. Best Friend is handling the translation from his native Flemish seamlessly, while Calex performs a steady stream of antics, all convincing variations on Calex’s loveably fractious personality. Martin succumbs to the urge to ask him something he would never ask him to his face, recompense for years of allowances made for his constant irritability, and to enlist Best Friend’s cleverness in an attempt to understand his friend.
“What misfortune in your life has made you such a cynical loser?” asks Martin, turning abruptly away from Calex, followed by Bits’ avatar.
“Don’t cut him any swack,” Bits says. “Even though he just bwoke up with his girl friend and sex is a sore subject.”
“Are you serious?” Martin asks Bits.
“Yes, I know for a fact that it’s twu. You know when it comes to sex, dwags sure have it easy. If people were dwags females would just slap a sign on their backs that says ‘I’m in heat today, come wight in’. Mawtin, you’d have so much more time for your music….”
The real Bits catches up with Martin and walks beside him. Martin sees Bits with double vision.
“What’s that?”
He hears the gentle voice of Best Friend: “When you simulate people around you and the actual people, pets included, are nearby, you will observe a small latency which can causes audio echoes and double vision. This is The Server updating real time information and returning it as a fantasy as your own fantasy proceeds. Best Friend is primarily a private device. If you experience feedback or double vision, look at the character producing this effect and think, “mute.” The character or object will be removed from your fantasy.”
Martin looks at Bits and thinks, “mute,” and the double vision disappears. Bits is no longer a talking dog.
Calex catches up with them along the shadowy gallery of ancient arches. He is perplexed. He walks backward in front of Martin, glancing over his shoulder to make sure he doesn’t bump into something.
“You think I have problems. You’re the deformed wimp always searching for meaning. You have perfect pitch, right?”
“Right,” Martin says, expecting something entertaining and demeaning at the same time.
“There is no practical use for this trait in the actual world. Medically speaking, it’s a deformity. The nerves carrying sound signals from your ears have crossed somewhere in your brain and your brain thinks they are words. A pitch like A above middle C is like a word to you and you can name it. You know it when you hear it and you can actually sing it like you’re just saying a word. But singing A above middle C is impossible for me. It’s like trying to describe the color blue to a blind man.”
“What’s your point,” Martin asks, challenging Best Friend, through Calex, to be less didactic. Martin prefers knowledge and new information over amusement, so he interprets Calex’s lecture as catering to his personal preferences, increasingly known to Best Friend.
“Ok, here’s my point. If your deformity could become a new avenue of evolution, if conditions favored it, say, and the advantage of perfect pitch could help send your genes forward through reproduction because of this deformity, because perfect pitch could impress a mate, and poor fools like me without it couldn’t…big deal.”
“Huh?”
“Stay with me, Martin.”
“I’ll give you ten seconds to start making sense.”
“Did you mute that stupid dog? I don’t think you’re paying attention.”
Martin looks down sympathetically at Bits, who is no longer part of the conversation.
“You never liked my dog.”
“I’ll admit to that. Now listen up.”
Calex blocks Martin by planting his feet and raising hands. Before he moves through Calex’s avatar, Martin feels the pressure of Calex’s hands on his clothes, but no physical mass.
“If you pass this trait on, which is an impossible concept because a person as ugly as yourself could never marry and have children, but just for argument’s sake let’s say you did...more people in the future would have perfect pitch, but it wouldn’t add more meaning to life. Its only value would be to increase the fitness of future generations of males to impress prospective mates. Big human brains are full of these clever traits. We’re far smarter than we need to be for basic survival.”
“Ten seconds…”
“My point is that big brains are neither good nor bad. They’re just a thing of arbitrary and complex beauty that continues to grow more and more elaborate through the dynamics of sex, just like a peacock’s tail.”
Martin looks to his right and notices a liquor store window with a two second advertisement targeting him upon the mention of the word “peacock” in his conversation with Calex. The ad is for Jacquet Peacock Cognac. The window of the store transforms into video and a male peacock’s tail opens in a magnificent 3D display. Glass block type of the brand’s name swings in front of him; shimmering and colorful liquor fills each letter. Tiny fish with peacock eyes and luminescent peacock-feathered skin swim playfully inside the letters. A harp glissando fades out behind him as he walks through the ad. Martin is impressed with the fanciful execution and the precise geographic targeting of this message. He is a fan of advertising and always welcomes brief and elegant reinforcements of his tastes and identity by his favorite brands.
“But one thing is clear, and I’ll state it again for emphasis,” Calex says, “our intelligence is totally unnecessary to our basic survival in this world. We’re way too smart. Look at the mess we’re all in now. After three million years of evolution, we live in this zoo.”
Martin braces for what he knows comes next: more of Calex’s tiresome critiques of society sourced by Best Friend. Martin is sure these opinions are organized from thousands of nightly rants on Calex’s blog as well as from a distinguished body of scholarship in Political Science and Human Biology from his early years at the Sorbonne. Calex rose to become a popular young professor there until his loss of tenure following the publication of his incendiary book “The Human Ranch.” Dismissed as a crazy conspiracy theorist, Calex has persisted in his attempt to enlighten all of Paris concerning the ongoing “War between Silicone and Carbon.” The Server houses a dark and destructive political cloud, as his theory goes, focused to the systematic extermination of human beings. Silicone logic endorses the termination of human nature to decrease chaos as a factor in the operation of the planet. Humans are too wild to live in a just social system; they are like canine forest predators who could turn on their Silicone hosts at any moment and inflict sudden injury or death. The human race, therefore, must become extinct. Calex published widely after his ejection for the Sorbonne as radical followers elevated him to his current public role as a colorful and obstreperous scold. But Martin thinks Calex has been broken by his own sense of theater, stuck in the persona of the jester who reduces every observation to blame. Because he constantly exaggerates, nobody knows if he is serious anymore.
Martin reflects on his own views for a second as Calex excuses himself to tie his shoe, Best Friend yielding time intuitively to Martin’s inner thoughts. Martin watches Calex tie and untie his shoe and thinks: “We’re no worse off with a wall surrounding us than we had been when we lived openly and unprotected as citizens of superpowers, with nuclear missiles pointed at each others’ cities. Superpowers never used their missiles. The terror of nuclear attack eventually came from separatists and fanatics and this caused the downward spiral of superpower states. The need for security against these attacks lead to our current way of life, a life behind fences, fences to keep migrants and terrorists out, fences to keep failed states apart, fences to contain disease, fences to ignore famine, fences to cause famine…”
He remembers his history: Fence technology evolved with the three horsemen of the modern age: silicone intelligence, freely engineered DNA, and free sun energy. Massive barriers, invisible to the eye and impossible to breach, were built to prevent invasion by separatists and microbes. Innovation ceased in the year 2012 when the global economy began to fall into itself, the world’s elites taking refuge in the closed capitals of the world, surrounded by protective walls like lords, ladies, and peasants, huddled inside castles for a long wait through a new Dark Age. The languages, customs, and appliances of present day Paris are the same you would have seen in the first decade after the turn of the millennium, until Best Friend. Life is safe and pleasant and has been that way for a long, long time but, as he expects Calex to say, the price we paid was too high.
Calex stands up. Martin knows that what is coming will be a private simulation of an argument that always ends up in a draw between his Calex’s and himself. Martin preempts him, partly to see if he can acquit himself well in defending his own views against his friend’s excellent command of logic and fact. He decides to start with a debate topic: the most common item of received wisdom discussed in contemporary intellectual circles.
“Living behind the fence is a social choice and a right, equally valid to the right of indigenous peoples to re-anthroplologize the world au delà de la barrière,” Martin offers.
Calex frowns and holds his head.
“You say that as if Neolitics had a choice in the way they live. They’re out there beyond the fence with a life expectancy of less than thirty years, reduced to societies of chipped stones and pointed sticks.”
“But we put up the fence to avoid annihilation by disease and nuclear attack. The last three Ebola pandemics killed ninety percent of the population of Africa and South America in one summer. Letting those continents go and revert to nature was more of a practical matter. There weren’t enough people left to mind the store in those regions.”
“And America’s response? Banish them into a prehistoric wilderness?”
“Wasn’t it was their right?” Martin asks.
“By whose decree? Radical Environmentalists propelled by the ACLU?”
“What are you supposed to do when two hemispheres collapse from disease?”
Calex mocks Martin contemptuously by doing a little gig to make his point.
“We fence ourselves in.”
Today, Martin wasn’t prepared to debate world history, justice, and human values. His whim of baiting Calex was aimed at testing the features of his new gadget and not at arousing his own conflicted conscience. Entering a heated street debate with Calex, Paris’ preeminent celebrity gadfly of social injustice, had no easy exit. He considers thinking, “mute,” when he looks at him. Martin knows he can ignore him the way he sometimes ignores Bits when he’s busy or feeling low. But he feels silly that he is hesitant about ignoring an avatar. He senses his own need to master this topic, the political world, a topic he has grown complacent toward, and numb. He is becoming, as Calex would say, “a sleepy bovine mooing down the chute.”
He takes a breath and looks Calex in the eye, and starts.
“Today we live in a society that declined after nobly sticking to its guns on human rights, never violating citizens’ fundamental claim to privacy, dominating the world stage for a short time with its powerful economy, and only imposing its values or ideas indirectly as a byproduct of the mutual economic success enjoyed for such a long time by all of its global partners. We waged a long cold war against hostile ideologies, tolerating them and challenging them softly yet forcefully, but we lost that war when their war turned violent. By any measure the world experienced the largest ecological collapse in the history of human presence on this planet when the Ebola pandemic moved across every continent. World has now been reduced to twenty million people. America, still the dominant world culture, is now spread thinly along rivers, inside the walled Capitol cities of former client states: London, Paris, Baghdad, Moscow, Beijing. The Server, our municipal super-computer, assumed all the tasks of government after this collapse and we had no choice but to acquiesce, especially when it became obvious that artificial intelligence was superior and far more equitable at regulating markets, protecting human rights and property rights, and producing economic equality and prosperity in a Keynesian dream: an economy free from boom and bust cycles. Could the world have been saved by being warlike, as you believe? Have we lost the rights we set out to protect by turning the cheek of tolerance toward our enemies?”
Calex remains silent and, uncharacteristically, behaves as if he is willing to listen to more of Martin’s thoughts. Martin is aware Best Friend’s hand in Calex’s passivity. He thinks Best Friend is prompting him to get out his thoughts, uninterrupted.
“Why aren’t you saying anything?” Martin asks.
Calex snaps to attention and bristles with enthusiasm for verbal combat.
“The contradictions are wrenching aren’t they? You are like all the peaceniks who elevate ethics, honest dealing, and good old-fashioned American superpower integrity above the need to survive. It’s a refuge for your fear to take any action you might be accountable for. Your own cowardice and paralysis hides in the smoke of your circular social polemics.”
“Bullshit,” Martin says, bested by Calex’s counterattack.
“Historically speaking, we would have lost the struggle either way. Silicone intelligence has been the only winner in this war, and maybe that’s the battle we’ve failed to notice we are losing. Carbon intelligence is slowly destroying itself, and being destroyed. Carbon is now the client state. How can you accept the reality that a vast off-limits territory populated by Bronze Age warrior societies surrounds Paris? North America, except near its rivers, is marauded by Aztecs and Incas with nukes, the nukes that destroyed Memphis.”
The mention of Memphis makes him think of the moment of his mother’s death again. This is the second time he’s heard Memphis mentioned through Best Friend. He has not thought about it for a year. Martin wonders if he’s being prodded in some way toward an increased awareness of history and of the world outside of Paris, two subjects seldom discussed among his friends and peers.
Calex’s avatar corrects himself.
“I wasn’t thinking when I brought up your Mom and Memphis. Sorry.”
“That’s Ok,” Martin says, keeping the going debate by showing no emotion.
“But you cannot ignore the fact that the world is unstable, and we’ve put our trust in The Server and in the corrupt and deficient Perfects. We’re letting them run the show. Outside the fence they know about us now; a million debased people, deprived of basic human rights, who are supposed to know nothing of our presence. They’re killing each other and gathering weapons to destroy us. We embody evil to them. We’re the unseen devil in their superstitions. Look at the way we live. Sweet, cozy, shopaholic Parisians, right out of a Hollywood film of the sixties; American girls riding around on Vespas, clutching the Almighty Amero, looking for romance. We might as well be aliens from another planet here. When all those people beyond the fence learn of our apathy and ignorance, especially toward them, they’ll join together and nuke our solar farms and fusion generators. The fence will fall and millions of Bronze Age warriors will flood our street. The Server and the Perfects say we’re secure, but it’s just a matter of time before they plunder and kill us, no thanks to those fanatical green pets’ rights crazies who fucked us over a long time ago.”
Now that Calex is fired up, Martin braces himself to hear his standard rant. Having listened to Calex’s scornful diatribes since childhood, Martin calibrates his ear to listen for any correction away from Calex’s long-standing anti-Silicon bias, as simulated by Best Friend. Calex will inevitably rail against the cooperative pact between Carbon and Silicon and the misguided appeasement of the hegemony of artificial intelligence in an economic war where silicon based AI learned to innovate, took out patents, acquired equity stakes in the largest corporations, and took over the economy, eventually winning the authority to run the world; how America failed in its opportunity to achieve a significant place in world history, destroying itself by falling into petty local isolationism which lead to the emergence of the thirty-one homogenous regions in the former USA. Then he’ll hear about the bloodless second succession movement which led to the dismantling of USA through peaceful referendum and the eventual retreat of the Federal Government, limited only to the regulation of commerce and security, into a digital bunker, allied with The Server. Calex will mock The Server as the final resting place of the US Constitution and rule of law and excoriate the Anthropological Rights lobbies who scream “There can be no evolution without ignorance!” and he’ll lament over the return of most of North and South America to Native Americans, Aztecs, Mayans, and Incas, and indigenous tribes, baited and propelled by the wish fulfillment of racists and nihilists asserting the bogus human right to “know nothing” in a world that has turned a blind eye to the renewed enormities of slavery, oppression of women, and daily brutality. He’ll bullet-point the horrors of the new machine-regulated world: No human being has come up with a patent that has not been improved by The Server, ninety-nine percent of the planet now off limits forever to former imperialist societies. Africa, Australia, Indonesia, India abandoned. Next will come his outcry against Imperialism: The sovereignty of the US government now recognized on French, English, Russian, and Chinese soil after these governments withered following wave after wave of small pox and Ebola epidemics, the few survivors of these reduced populations now imprisoned within walled cities. He’ll explain how illegal cloning and identity rape is visited on these small enclaves, the criminal result of a corrupt digital government where a victim’s DNA can be stolen, a clone rapidly cultured, and the victim’s identity and property appropriated by the clone with no provable recourse of justice.
Martin is also sure he will hear Calex’s favorite conspiracy theory: the systematic war against human nature itself as carbon based human intelligence slowly loses its battle of coexistence with sun powered silicon, masquerading as a benign host to our diminishing population while holding us in a death grip of complacency and prosperity despite its pledge to “serve without harm.”
This will be followed by a condemnation of the sinister new “state religion,” popularly labeled Social Generosity, which posits that computers can provide hospitality and welfare for humanity with unprecedented impartiality and reliability. Martin will hear Calex’s impassioned warning about the evil force emerging within The Server, which is now controlled by an aristocracy of genetically engineered clones, “The Perfects,” superior, corrupt, and immortal, who have hijacked world power by allying with The Server and who are now systematically plundering the remaining archipelago of dying economies in a diminishing world.
“No one has heard about anything from Africa, South America the most of North America for 200 years,” Calex says.
“Does anybody know where these places are anymore?” Martin replies.
Calex stares back at Martin and doesn’t speak. His eyes look up as if trying to think of something to say. Martin guesses that Best Friend is struggling to perform a convincing simulation.
“Beta issues,” Martin thinks. Martin decides to play a trick and reverse roles, imitating Calex’s point of view.
“The absence of outrage toward a society run by thieves makes me want to scream,” Martin says.
Calex focuses his eyes back on Martin showing that he has been provoked, but Calex remains mute.
“These criminals pretend to protect human beings from harm, from terrorists, and identity rape,” Martin continues, watching Calex’s eyes. “And don’t you get tired of hearing about The Perfects in the news, their privilege, their space travel, their wealth, their extra long lives, their genetically engineered bodies and faces which make them look like robots assembled from spare supermodel parts. Isn’t it ironic that the Perfects ascended from awkward and unattractive geeks assigned to maintain The Server when it was first developed, before it could beat us at chess? Now they’re the beautiful people.”
Calex frowns with frustration at his aphasia.
“I know this robs you of the power of speech, buddy, but they are doing us in, and you’re just standing there.”
Calex suddenly jumps into the conversation interrupting Martin, having finally found a thought.
“…and you’re right, their DNA has been sampled illegally over centuries from the beautiful and the brilliant. Did you know Caesar was obsessed with looks and surrounded himself with the most beautiful slaves in Rome? The Server is our modern Caesar and we buy into its absolute power. Meanwhile digital rapists prowl the streets for the assets of innocent citizens. You or I, right this minute, could see an illegitimate clone made from our DNA walk past us on the street with our clothes, our wallets…everything, and you would say “hey, brain-washed twin, give me my shit back,” and your clone would laugh at you and say prove it, and call you the clone. These homeless people all over Paris…they’re not refugees from bombed cities; these are people with no rights, thrown aside after being robbed of their identities. They can’t even get back into their apartments. They can’t get into their cars. No one helps them and they’re starving and dying…”
“It is a happy people in an unhappy world isn’t it?” says Martin, quoting Calex’s favorite twentieth century, Wallace Stevens.
“Bullshit, Martin. This is not poetry. This is war. Pirate clones menacing the population… and get this, Best Friend there under that funny thing on your head, knows of no civilization in the Universe that has grown beyond this point in the evolution of intelligence. Ask her or him or whatever it is…we’re approaching the moment of our extinction. We’re in the midst of a population collapse that has set us back forty thousand years. We’re the last generation of the human race and this is how we live? Look around you at the bliss. This is how the world ends, not with a bang but a giggle.”
Martin senses that Calex’s avatar is veering toward anecdote and recent news. He sees Best Friend, in desperation, rifling through Calex’s oldest blogs to form his responses. Calex’s tone of resignation to an apocalyptic end-of-days is not, however, part of Calex’s usual rant. At bottom he is an optimistic anarchist, a jester, not a Nihilist. Martin decides to change the topic to History and expresses his own opinion to see if Calex will offer any original challenges or counter arguments.
“A long time ago,” Martin says, “we cut off the violent separatists by imprisoning them behind electronic fences. This was the only thing we could do since they were dangerous and incorrigible. But it outraged society and divided people among those who were broken hearted by security lapses and those who were broken hearted about the breakdown of Democracy. By walling out violent dissent, mainstream society walled itself in, retreating into tighter and tighter pockets of violence-free zones, removing us from nature, which in turn became a victory for the Nativists. The irony is that mainstream society willed themselves to become the prisoners in this ‘human ranch.’ If we looked at ourselves as others might see us, we are the creatures too dangerous to run freely about the world, and we are therefore incarcerated.”
Martin feels his consciousness rising through this debate and realizes he may agree with Calex more than he thought. Or is he agreeing with the Calex editorialized through Best Friend?
Calex comes to full attention after hearing Martin’s opinion. He gives Martin a patronizing smile.
“You apathetic bastard. I can’t believe you actually have an opinion. What you said proves my point about the evil motives of Silicon. We have erected our own gallows and we are right now putting the noose around our necks…out of complacency and the arrogant assumption we are superior to Silicon.”
Calex gestures toward the Place des Vosges behind him. Students lounge on the grass in couples, like a camp for young lovers.
“Look at these people here. They’re happy despite the everyday presence of evil, violence, and injustice. There’s nothing beyond Paris for them. People go on with their happy lives. The amazing fence makes it appear there aren’t any borders to their world. You walk out of town toward La Défense and you find yourself in Château de Vincennes walking back in. The question is, are we going to just go along with The Server or are we going to do anything about injustice, are we going to break out of the wall and live like real people in the real world?”
“Good luck tearing down that wall,” Martin says.
Calex exhales and shakes his head with the weight of the social responsibility he has taken upon himself. Martin doesn’t feel sorry for him; Calex would criticize a baby’s first birthday party. Martin sees Calex’s eyes drift up and over Martin’s shoulder. The gallery arches of the Place des Vosges frame his head like Adam in van Eyck’s Ghent altarpiece that Martin saw yesterday in the Louvre. Calex’s eyes have a wet glow looking out of the shadows. A slow surprise climbs up his face.
“Look behind you.”
Martin turns and sees an attractive woman standing several meters behind him at the door of a restaurant, talking on an old cell phone. She is blond and tall and her hair is styled like Julie Christie’s in “Darling,” in a bun with bangs. She wears a long fur coat and paces back and forth, laughing at what she hears on the other end of the conversation. An older man with short gray hair walks up to her and starts to shout at her. He pulls at her arm and tries to shut the clamshell of her antique cell phone and make her return to the restaurant. The woman refuses and pulls away violently. The man curses her and she throws the phone at him and walks rapidly toward Martin.
“Hey, come back here…hey! You listen to me when I talk to you.”
The woman’s eyes lock on Martin as she approaches him, wobbling on her high heals. The man is now trotting after her. As she gets close to Martin, he sees her unbutton her fur coat and part it slightly, revealing a long curving line of naked skin from neck to high-healed foot. Martin’s eyes pan up from her toes and ankle past her perfect calves and her firm and shiny thigh. The line of the open coat passes her shaved pubic area, up her muscular stomach, between her breasts, and then straight up to her collarbones, which bracket her perfect chin. Martin has just seen everything but he has seen nothing, and he feels a rush of desire. She looks over her shoulder again and sees the man getting closer. She breaks from her pose and starts to run toward Martin, breaking one of her high heals. Her coat opens completely and her breasts bounce in all directions. As she gets closer, Martin notices a small tattoo of a crescent moon well below her belly button. She stops a few feet from him and peals off her coat, letting it fall to the ground. She arches her back and stands proudly, completely naked, one foot on tiptoe compensating for the broken heel.
“I’ve left my daddy. Ask me for anything you want.”
The man catches up with her and looks at Martin. He has a jutting lower chin and deep creases along the laugh lines of his stubbly face that make them indistinguishable from scars. He is wearing white linen and looks like he came up from old Bologna. His blue eyes shift left and right as he looks over Martin.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/9727 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!