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I am Jake Radley…

Get out of the car on the right hand side and keep walking
along the track, through the woods. 

That’s what they said. That’s what I
do.

I glance over my shoulder at the
self-driving car. It hasn’t moved since it dropped me off. Does it
have a camera? Is it watching me?

I turn back to stare at the gloomy
woods in front of me.

The gravel track stretches from my feet
as far as I can see into the distance. But the track is only a few
feet wide.

Either side of it are the trees, the
tallest trees I’ve ever seen — a good seven hundred feet high. The
wind blows and their branches whisper menacingly, perhaps of things
they’ve seen.

I remember when trees
around here used to have leaves. I remember all the leaves floating
down to the ground, in a week-long shower, never to grow
back.

I’ve never seen trees planted so close
together. Did they plant them like this on purpose? Does it help
with security? To screen off the secrets in the thick of these
woods? Are the trees WOCO officers, too?

Nature as camouflage. Nature as
sentry.

I start walking again.

Gravel crunches beneath my feet, the
sound echoing off the tree trunks like a wild dog yelping at
me.

I hear a voice.

“You can stop
walking.”

Crows squawk and rattle the branches as
they take flight, disturbed by this voice. I stop walking and look
around.

It takes me a while to spot him.

He stands between two trees. He’s as
rigid as they are, and partially camouflaged by his dark hoodie and
combat trousers.

I walk towards him and extend a hand.
“Jake Radley.”

He doesn’t take the hand. He’s too busy
examining my face to be diverted by pleasantries. When he’s
finished he turns and walks away from me, further into the
woods.

I take that as a signal to follow
him.

As we walk, I think about quickening my
pace to catch him up but decide against it, in case it’s not what
he wants. He shows no sign of slowing down, so I carry on walking
five steps behind.

We walk for another fifteen minutes or
so, our feet brushing aside layers of bracken.

There doesn’t seem to be a marked out
route that he’s following.

Then, in the distance, a building.

As we get closer, I see what it is — a
log cabin.

Not many trees have been sacrificed to
provide room for the cabin, the mottled grey trunks hemming it in
on all sides.

My companion puts his hand up to a
sensor on the door. A green light confirms his identity and the
door opens.

I think twice before following him
inside. Both times the conclusion to those thoughts is a very
reluctant yes.

Inside, it’s a simple arrangement.
There’s a desk and chairs on one side of the room, two brown sofas
on the other. There are a couple of doors leading off, one to a
bathroom, the other to a tiny kitchen.

“Take a seat,” he
says, indicating the sofas. “Would you like a drink? Tea? Coffee?
Water?”

“Coffee would be
great.”

He walks into the kitchen, leaving the
door open. He must be in his fifties, his hair thinning, his cheeks
beginning to hang. I notice his eyebrows slope down towards the
outermost edges, giving him a slightly sorrowful demeanor. He takes
immense care in measuring out the coffee.

Returning with two mugs, he sits on the
other sofa. He places a hand on each of his knees as if posing for
a photograph.

He speaks slowly. “How much have you
thought about this?”

There’s a way of talking to a senior
WOCO officer, that much I’ve learned in the few years I’ve been in
the Protection Force.

“I have thought about it.” It’s a
line that doesn’t give too much away. I’m happy with
it.

“You have a difficult
decision to make, Mr Radley. This is your last chance to back
out.”

I shake my head. “When I was approached
I was told what a great opportunity this was. Now I’m here, you’re
saying I should think about backing out. I’m a little confused,
sir.”

He lowers his head, talks to the floor.
“It’s an unfortunate arrangement. You have to agree to something
before you know what it is. Very unfortunate. But that’s the way it
has to be. What have you been told so far?”

“That I’ll be
promoted to level four. That it’s a new, groundbreaking department.
That I’ve exhibited signs of being ideal for the department. That’s
all.”

He stands up. He still hasn’t
volunteered his name. But I don’t think it’s my place to ask
him.

He walks over to the
window. The proximity of the trees makes them look like bars on the
window. He talks to me without turning around.

“Level four is a
significant step up for a WOCO officer,” he says. “A considerably
better lifestyle. Access to a lot more privileges. You’ll
particularly enjoy the intelligent beds.”

“I’ve heard about
those.” I risk a smile.

He turns around. “Don’t smile, Mr
Radley. It makes you appear glib.”

He stares at me with an expression that
would make stone crumble. My smile has no chance of surviving his
glare.

“Be under no
illusions,” he says. “Aside from the material benefits you’ll
accrue, it’ll be hard work. There will be as many sacrifices as
rewards. And you mustn’t tell anybody what you do. Ever. Not even
your wife.”

I don’t know if the gloomy
portentousness in his voice is designed to make me think again. But
how can I go back? I can’t return to the administration section, I
just can’t. Everybody wants to make a difference, and this is my
chance; not to mention the significant increase in my standard of
living.

“I’m about to ask you
one final time if you want to join us, Mr Radley. This time, your
decision will be irreversible. But I’ll be honest with
you.”

He stares at me intently.

“Imagine heaven,
imagine hell, put them at the same address — this is where you’ll
work.”


ONE MONTH LATER…


Riots

The riots actually begin in Paris,
which is fitting. It’s almost a hundred years after the seminal
student riots of the 1960s.

The rest of the world is quiet, still
stunned by the information published anonymously on the internet
about the discovery made by WOCO scientists.

The discovery they tried to keep a
secret.

At first, nobody believes the rumors.
But detail is added to detail and soon there’s so much material
that a house of facts can be built without any flaws in the
foundations.

But in most parts of the world people
remain reluctant to demonstrate their anger. It’s as if they are
paralyzed by the enormity of the revelation. They can’t get their
heads around it. A way to stop the human body from aging? Could it
really be true?

The Parisians, bolstered by a history
of airing their grievances on the streets, show no such inertia and
march down the Champs Elysées without a second thought.

But even in the French capital, not
everybody has the courage to exhibit their disgust at WOCO secrecy.
It’s mainly the young, lending their energy to the older
generation, who take to the streets.

But the first high
profile death related to the riots occurs in Tokyo, whose own
people demonstrate the day after the Parisians. The death has
nothing to do with the response from the WOCO Protection
Force.

A local man, 74-year-old Yushimuro
Murakami, goes for his usual morning walk in Rikugien, a place to
rival the Gardens of Plenty in its manufactured splendor.

But instead of taking his dog with him
for its daily walk, he leaves the Shih Tzu with a neighbor, along
with a large supply of dog biscuits.

Eye witnesses who see Mr Murakami in
the park say he sat cross-legged on the plastic grass for hours,
wishing passers-by a good morning.

At about three p.m. he takes a bottle
out of his rucksack, unscrews the top, and pours the liquid over
his head and clothes.

A woman sitting on a nearby bench
wonders whether the gentleman is trying to cool himself down. It
doesn’t occur to her that the liquid is flammable.

She watches him take another item out
of his bag. But it’s too small to see exactly what it is. She
thinks it might be a can of antiperspirant because he wafts it
around his body as if spraying himself.

What follows happens very quickly.

A haze rises up around the man,
surrounding him.

It’s daylight so it’s difficult to see
that this haze is caused by flames — until the flames take hold,
covering his entire body.

But even though he’s on fire, he
doesn’t panic, just sits there calmly, hands resting on his knees,
head staring straight ahead.

The woman thinks it’s both the most
violent and most serene act she’s ever witnessed.

Eventually a group of people nearby
understand what’s happening and rush up to the man, taking off
their own coats and sweaters to try and smother the flames. But
they can’t get close enough to wrap him up and starve the fire of
oxygen. The heat is too intense.

All they can do is flap at the flames
furiously.

A few people run up and throw water at
him out of their half-liter drinking bottles.

But it’s to no avail.

Eventually, the small crowd can only
bury their faces in their hands and wait for the fire to burn
itself out.

The man’s body soon chars and falls on
its side.

Mr Murakami left more than dog biscuits
with his neighbor. He left a note.

“Like many citizens of
the world, loyal WOCO citizens, I was delighted to hear that WOCO
have developed a medical procedure to stop the aging process. But I
was shocked and appalled that they tried to keep this a secret.
What should have been a wonderful discovery, a celebration, has
turned into a devious act. I have no chance of receiving the
immortality drug, procedure, or whatever it is. I wouldn’t want it.
Truly. There are many people more worthy of the honor than myself.
My existence on earth won’t be missed. I hope this final gesture in
my life makes a point or two. That there should be no more secrecy.
That there must be a fair system of awarding immortality. That it
shouldn’t be reserved for WOCO officers. Goodbye, and good luck to
each and every one of you.”

Like many people, Mr Murakami is
partially guessing. There isn’t any proof in the leaked information
that WOCO plans to reserve the procedure for its own people. It’s
assumed that this is the case because of all the secrecy.

But Mr Murakami isn’t the only person
making this assumption. WOCO officers themselves make it, too.
Every WOCO officer in every city of the world rejoices at the
rumors. WOCO officers who are plumbers, electricians, doctors, as
well as those in the Protection Force, secretly hope it’s true.

So when the call comes to put down the
riots, WOCO Protection Force officers pick up their weapons with
gusto. If the protesters think they have a cause worth fighting
for, they have nothing on the motivation of those facing them with
riot shields and water cannon.

Word spreads through the ranks of the
Protection Force officers that if they put on a good show, receive
a commendation from their senior officers, they’ll be in line for
the new immortality treatment.

It isn’t true. There are no such plans.
But nonetheless it has a galvanizing effect on them.

Rioters armed with stones, Molotov
cocktails, and a sense of injustice, face WOCO officers fighting
for everlasting life.

The skirmishes ebb and flow, one side
unable to overcome the other.

WOCO hasn’t faced a challenge like this
before.

It’s such a long way from its
beginnings.

WOCO started life as an internet
company under a different name. In the very early days of the world
wide web, it sold electronic and household goods.

It grew and grew.

Property was next on the agenda. Any
patch of land, no matter how unpromising, was swallowed up. It
eventually got to the point where if you went for a twenty-minute
walk in any major city in the world, you stepped on their land
somewhere along your route.

By then, all the regulations in the
world couldn’t halt this behemoth’s momentum.

But it was only when the company
started buying banks that governments became truly worried.

The company became so enormous it began
holding governments to ransom. If a government didn’t give it the
breaks its investment warranted, it threatened to take its business
to another country. What government could let that happen to its
country?

In the end, the company became tired of
dealing with governments altogether and decided to enter the world
of politics itself. It changed its name to the World Organizing
Committee (WOCO) and became the first entity to sell DVDs,
refrigerators, houses, medicines, and to run countries.

But this, this is different.

Nothing in its remarkable and short
history has prepared WOCO for global unrest.

The genie is out of the bottle.

But Jake doesn’t know this. He hasn’t
heard news of the immortality leaks, confined as he is to a log
cabin and a concrete laboratory, in leafless woods in the middle of
nowhere…


Jake’s Tuning

“My hair has started
falling out. I feel dizzy most of the time. I have a constant
metallic taste in my mouth. And I can’t drink enough to satiate my
thirst.”

I know I shouldn’t complain, but I’m so
exhausted that even breathing has become an effort.

The man sits opposite
me, watching me as I speak. I still don’t know his name. But he’s
the only other human being I’ve seen since I arrived three weeks
ago.

When I finish speaking he nods his
head. I get the feeling that he’s acknowledging my outburst, but
that he considers my list of feeble complaints as nothing
unusual.

He stands up without a word and slings
his bag over his shoulder.

The man comes to collect me every
morning. This morning I was slow to haul my exhausted body into the
shower. He had to wait, but he didn’t say a word, just sat there on
the sofa.

We leave the cabin.

We walk through the woods as we do
every day. I walk five yards behind him. I don’t know how he finds
his way because there’s no track and all the trees look the same.
But every day we find the laboratory.

It isn’t a large building. The walls
are flat and made of concrete. There are no windows and, as far as
I can make out, only one door. It’s a heavy door made of steel.

Once we’re through the door we always
turn left, walk about twenty yards, and enter the first room on our
right, the same room every day for the last three weeks.

The room reminds me of a dentist’s. And
that’s mainly because of the chair, the only significant piece of
furniture in the room. The chair is the length of my body and I’m
allowed to tilt each part until I’m as comfortable as possible.

The man will then hand me a headset
that fits snugly. It incorporates two screens that slide down over
my eyes, so close they press gently against my eyeballs. Pads cover
my ears.

When I give the thumbs up to the man he
triggers the light and sound show.

It’s not like watching a movie. There
are no people, no landscapes, no scenes, no settings. The show is a
succession of colorful shapes. The shapes vary and sometimes
there’s a mixture of different colors. The sounds are peculiar too.
They’re like nothing I’ve ever heard. It’s noise, but a tuneful
noise.

This strange show shouldn’t have any
affect on me. It’s just light and noise. But it does. It invokes
all kinds of emotions.

Sometimes I feel tears coursing down my
cheeks. My stomach has that empty feeling. The same feeling you get
when the bottom falls out of your world — when a partner ends a
relationship, or somebody you know dies.

On one occasion the tears seemed to jog
a memory in me, a memory of the time I lost my sight for a month. I
was five years old when that happened.

I have no idea why I thought of this. I
haven’t thought about it for years.

Before the sadness flooded my mind,
there were flashes of red and black. And I remember that sequence
being followed by an extended section of violet, accompanied by a
whistling sound.

In another session I began laughing for
no reason whatsoever. It was a helpless, near hysterical laugh. I
couldn’t stop myself. I hadn’t been fed a joke through the headset.
It was just another sequence of colors and sounds.

But not today. Today’s session is
restful.

“You can take it off
now,” I hear the man say.

It’s also a short session, I think.
It’s difficult to gauge. When the headset is on time seems to
disappear. It doesn’t seem to drag, it doesn’t seem to fly by, it
just seems to disappear.

“That was the last of
your tuning sessions,” he says.

It’s the first time he’s used the word
“tuning”. I now have something in common with a piano. I’ve been
“tuned”.

“Come with me,” he
says.

We leave the room and walk further
along the dark corridor, but only until we reach the next door on
the right.

I don’t know why we’ve changed rooms.
This one is equally featureless. There’s not even that Ferrari of
all chairs in the middle of the room.

There’s only a desk and two standard
chairs.

“Sit down,” he says.
So I do. “Your health will improve. Your hair will stop falling
out. The worst is over with.”

This is good to hear.

“Do you know why you
were chosen for this project?”

“Why?”

“You have very little
imagination. That particular part of your brain is
underdeveloped.”

I should be offended, but he says it as
if it’s a compliment.

“Imagination can get
in the way of this new skill you’re about to learn.”

He pauses, his stare deepening.

“We understand the
brain better than we used to. We understand how to make the most of
it. In layman’s terms, in the past we’ve tried to train sprinters
with the techniques you would use to train a marathon runner. Not
anymore. Our mapping of the brain is more complete. There are areas
that need different kinds of stimulation to function, that can be
triggered. That’s what we’ve been doing with you these last few
weeks. It’s been painful for you, but it can’t be done any other
way. Now, you’re ready to learn this new skill. A skill that makes
use of the area of your brain we’ve stimulated.”

His expression never wanders far from
serious. But now it can only be described as downright grave.

“Know this, your life
is about to change. Mostly for the better. But there will be
downsides. You must find a way to handle the downsides.”

I nod at him, trying to convey that I’m
ready for whatever he wants to throw at me. But inside, my stomach
is convulsing.

“If you abuse this
skill, if you don’t follow orders, or if you tell anybody about it,
there will be terrible consequences for you and the people you
love. Do you understand?”

I do my best not to go slack jawed.

He reaches down into his bag and pulls
out two paper pads and two pens. He hands me one of each.

“I’m not trying to
scare you. I’m not trying to crush your spirit. This is just the
way it is. You have a very lengthy and fulfilling career ahead of
you. I have little doubt about that.”

He leans forward in his seat. His eyes
lock onto mine.

“But this skill
you’re about to learn is like nothing else developed in the history
of humanity. That’s the truth. I’m not being melodramatic. Now
relax.”

After the threats comes the humor. It
must be humor. But his face doesn’t give any indication that he’s
trying to be funny.

How can I relax after the warnings he’s
issued? My own face feels paralyzed, confused by my emotions.
Excitement, anticipation and fear sit together uneasily on my
features, numbing them.

He starts writing on his pad. “We begin
with a few numbers.”


Crisis Meeting

Nobody knows what is said at the
meeting of CEOs from around the WOCO world. We can only
speculate.

The world’s media only got a sniff of
the meeting the day before it took place. Security is so very
tight.

The summit is held in
New York, in what was formerly the Bank of America
Tower, a building WOCO acquired when
it took over the bank.

Ordinarily, the CEOs meet every three
months. So gathering only five weeks after their previous meeting
is a tacit admission that all is not well.

But as the WOCO heads from New York,
Paris, London, Moscow, Cairo, Rome, Madrid, Brasilia, Beijing,
Tokyo, Mumbai and forty or so other major cities assemble, they
remain tight-lipped.

WOCO does not wash its dirty linen in
public. It prefers not to wash it anywhere. Acquiring new clothes
is better than trying to get stains out of old ones. New clothes
mean new gadgets in the WOCO world. Releasing a new gadget every
year generally keeps people in line.

But not this time.

Until the riots began, the biggest news
story was the impending worldwide launch of WOCO’s self-driving,
intelligent car. Such a revolutionary addition to people’s lives.
And WOCO was going to make the cars available at such a reasonable
price.

But the newspapers, the internet, the
broadcast media couldn’t ignore the fires, the rocks hurtling
through the air, the broken windows, the bodies lying in the
streets.

WOCO, for their part, feared that the
issue of immortality was upstaging the launch of their car.

There are three days of talks among the
CEOs, after which there is a press conference.

Present at the press briefing are
Gordon Stewart, CEO of New York; Yuri Bortsov, the Moscow CEO; Rosa
Dioli, the Rome CEO; David Cummings, the London head; and Pierre
Dubois, the Paris chief.

A recent graduate of journalism school,
Maria Jenas attends the press conference because the political
correspondent for The Journal has been taken ill at the last
moment.

“Welcome, ladies and
gentlemen,” says Gordon Stewart, who as host of the summit sits in
the middle of his fellow delegates, dressed in his WOCO tailored
hoodie. “We have just completed three days of very fruitful
talks.”

Before continuing, Stewart glances
around at the journalists as if committing each one to memory, or
at least trying to give the impression that he is.

“Although many of you
here will be keen to know what measures will be taken to restore
peace in areas that are currently suffering unrest, I have some
other news first.”

Stewart then goes on to announce that
the release date of the intelligent car has been put back a month.
Not because of the riots, but because the design has been improved
and WOCO wants it to be perfect.

But nobody is fooled — it’s because of
the riots.

Stewart takes a deep breath. “Before I
answer questions about the unrest, we have one more announcement.
It has been decided that anybody convicted of rioting will be fined
eighty-thousand credits and banned from purchasing an intelligent
car for ten years.”

WOCO has used this tactic many times
before. Having turned the world into one internal market, its
control over consumer goods has proven to be more of an effective
deterrent to criminals than taking away their liberty; especially
since the introduction of genetic ID-ing of all consumer goods.
This effectively links something like a TV to the original buyer
for the lifetime of the machine, rendering it unusable if he, or
one of his family, isn’t present. Crime doesn’t pay like it once
did.

Maria puts her hand in the air.

Gordon Stewart chooses her ahead of the
more seasoned journalists sitting at the front. “Yes. You at the
back with the long hair.”

“Is it true? Have
your scientists devised a medical procedure that leads to
immortality?”

There’s a silent sigh of relief from
the other journalists. They all know this is the first question
that needs to be asked. But with their experience they would have
asked it in a more roundabout way, sympathetic to the WOCO
position. Something like “What do you make of the wild allegations
on the internet?” But this young pup has kept it direct, not
sugared the pill.

Gordon Stewart smiles a pinched smile.
“We cannot comment on this matter at the moment.”

“It’s a simple
question.” Maria’s voice sounds thin by the time it reaches the
front of the room. But thin can also be sharp.

Stewart stops smiling. “I said we
cannot comment.”

Maria is running on adrenaline. “People
have died, Mr Stewart, in these disturbances. People deserve an
answer.”

“WOCO scientists work
on many different projects all the time.”

Stewart has barely finished his answer
before the Paris and Moscow CEOs start arguing amongst
themselves.

It’s difficult to hear what they are
saying. Some of the journalists closer to the table don’t want to
hear.

Before the argument can get out of
hand, Stewart turns and, as discreetly as he can, hisses at his
colleagues.

Then he announces to the press corps
that the briefing is over.

But that isn’t the end of the
matter.

Later that day, the WOCO CEOs release a
communiqué, stating that there will be an announcement made on all
major TV and radio stations around the world. It’ll be made the
following night at six p.m. Greenwich Mean Time.

It’ll be a statement about the
immortality rumors. No further hints are given.

Maria leaves her first ever press
conference not brimming with pride but satisfied she’s done a good
job. She asked the question that needed to be asked, putting to
shame her more experienced colleagues.

That afternoon, when she returns to the
office, her editor poses another question that needs to be asked:
“How long will it take you to clear your desk?”


Jake Comes Home

It’s odd to walk down streets I know so
well and not recognize them. With each upturned car I pass, each
broken window, my stride lengthens, my pace quickens.

I call Ellie again, but she’s not
answering. This must be the fourth or fifth time I’ve tried to call
since I found out they were allowing me home this morning.

Did something happen to her? Did she
get caught up in the riots?

I didn’t even know about the riots
until today.

When you’re cut off from the world you
half expect it to pause for your benefit.

But I would never have imagined riots
breaking out during that pause. Riots are things you read about in
history books.

I’m still a mile from my home. I wish
I’d been allowed to take my car to the training centre. I’d be home
by now.

I’m worried.

I quickly scan the news on my phone
again. It was something about immortality. When I first saw the
story I didn’t fully take it in. I saw the word “immortality” and
was incredulous.

WOCO haven’t confirmed or denied the
story. We all have to wait for an announcement on TV tomorrow
night.

I turn two more corners and I’m walking
along my street. Thankfully, there are no signs of rioting here.
It’s as peaceful as I left it. Trees line the road, leafless trees,
but quiet.

Ellie will be all right, I tell
myself. She’ll be
fine. 

But my heart ignores the reassurances I
try to send its way.

I try and think about our future. Now
I’ve moved up from a level five to a level four WOCO officer, we’ll
be eligible for a bigger house. I hope she’ll be pleased with my
promotion. Our two bedroom town house is fine, but we’ll need a
bigger place for the furniture coming our way. I doubt one of the
king size intelligent beds will fit in our bedroom.

She’ll enjoy moving. It’ll be fun.

I take my keys out and open the front
door. I hesitate on the threshold before slowly inching
forwards.

“Hello?” I call out
tentatively.

There’s no answer, but I can hear
garbled voices from a television show.

I walk into the lounge.

Ellie is sitting on the sofa, leaning
forward, transfixed by the TV. That’s a relief.

“Hello,” I
say.

“Oh.” Her eyes widen
with surprise. “You’re back.” She really hadn’t seen or heard me.
She stands up and walks over. I stretch out my arms and we
hug.

It’s good to feel her warm body
again.

“I’m glad you’re
back,” she says, her voice a little shaky. I cup her face in my
hands. Her features are drawn, her skin pale.

“Are you okay?” I
ask.

She kisses me. It’s a desperate kiss,
lips pressed hard against lips as if to check they’re solid, as if
to check they’re real.

“Do you think it’s
true?” she asks.

“Is what
true?”

“The immortality
procedure?”

I force a laugh in an attempt to
lighten the mood, but her words don’t lose any of their
urgency.

“Seriously, do you
think it’s true?”

“I don’t know. I’ve
no idea. Are you okay?”

“I’m
fine.”

But the darkness around her eyes tells
another story.

“How are you feeling?
You look a little off-color. Have you been sleeping okay? Are you
ill?”

“No.” She’s
adamant.

It’s tempting to move to another room,
to sit down, to close my eyes, to drift and find out for sure. But
that’s the thing I mustn’t do. Mustn’t ever do.

She buries her head in my chest.

“Tell me,” I demand.
“Is it trouble at work?”

Ellie is a librarian at the university.
Being a librarian sounds like a routine job, but she often jokes
that cataloguing methodology can cause heated discussions. But work
has never left her in this state. It can’t be work.

“No, I’m fine.
Honestly, I’m fine. Tell me about the training course. Tell me all
about it.”

“You know I’m not
allowed to.”

She pauses, then nods reluctantly, my
answer seeming to add to her sadness.

So what’s upset her? I haven’t seen her
like this since her mother passed away. It was a few years ago that
she died from cancer, shortly before they discovered a cure for
most types of that heinous disease.

Is this why she’s upset?

Has this talk of immortality got Ellie
thinking about relatives and friends she’s lost? People who could
have been in her life forever if we’d all been born a few years
later.

I give her another hug, but she soon
breaks away and returns to watching the television show.

I watch it with her for a few minutes.
It’s a studio discussion. Various experts have been ferried in to
give their views, to speculate on the consequences of everybody
becoming immortal.

Members of the studio
audience fire off questions: “If we were all immortal would that
mean nobody ever retired?” “Would the same marathon runner always
be world champion?” “How would I ever get my son to leave home?”
“Could I eat burgers every day forever?” “What happens if I get run
over by a bus?”

The whole show seems surreal. I want to
talk about it with Ellie, but when I glance at her, her eyes are
filling up.

I get up. “I’m going to make some tea.
Would you like a cup?”

She shakes her head.

I walk off into the kitchen.

A voice inside my head
goads me: sit down
at the kitchen table, find out what’s troubling her. You can do it;
you’ve been tuned. Go on.

But that’s the thing I mustn’t do.
Mustn’t ever do.

I shake my head to make the voice go
away, but the thought remains. I could find out what she’s
thinking. I could try.

Would it help? Or would it make the
situation worse?

The kettle boils and I pour the hot
water over the teabag in my cup.

I banish thoughts of reading Ellie. I
knew I’d be tempted. And the temptation won’t end tonight. The
temptation is sure to revisit me again and again and again. It’s
human nature.

It could solve a lot of problems:
knowing what your spouse is thinking. But I’m well aware of how it
could cause a whole load more.

So I mustn’t give in. I value our
marriage too much.

I must never try to read my wife’s
mind.

Never.

I return to the lounge with my cup of
tea.


Quiet Streets

There’s an eerie calm on the streets
when night falls.

There are a few isolated incidents, a
couple of guys turning up with a bag of stones, realizing nobody
else is there, throwing them at road signs, then trundling off
home.

Members of the WOCO Protection Force
who are on riot duty this night largely sit in vans at assembly
points, waiting for the order to go, go, go; an order that never
comes.

And it isn’t just street disturbances
that are down. Throughout the world, divisions of the WOCO
Protection Force report one of the quietest nights of criminal
activity they have ever known.

It isn’t an easy calm. The streets that
bore the brunt of previous riots steam like a battlefield. Sure,
the fighting has stopped, but nobody knows if it’s a ceasefire or a
lasting armistice.

A pensive calm descends on streets in
New York, Beijing, Moscow, Istanbul and pretty much everywhere
else.

It follows a day
during which, wherever you were, there was only one topic of
conversation. Had
science really discovered a way of bringing the body clock to a
halt? 

There have been a lot of advances in
medical science recently, thanks to gene targeting and replacement.
In developed nations, people can look at a steadily rising life
expectancy figure and feel they will be unlucky if they don’t reach
it.

But this is on another level. This is
too huge a shift to contemplate without your brain twisting itself
in knots. Everybody everywhere has a need to talk about it.

Alice Bryant goes to her local
supermarket and, as usual, loads her trolley with all manner of
organic vegetables, low-fat drinks, and vitamin tablets. She’s
never been sure if the vitamins do her any good, but she’s too
afraid not to take them.

“You won’t be needing
those soon,” says a burly man in the same aisle.

Alice would normally feel uneasy about
a stranger speaking to her. But today she smiles. Life seems less
threatening. And although the sun still refuses to shine, the
clouds at least seem brighter.

Halfway across the world, Darius
Coutinho holds a gun to the head of a man who owes him money, a lot
of money.

“Next Tuesday,” says
the man, his lips quivering, sweat beading on his
forehead.

“Next Tuesday?”
Darius is curious at the choice of day. “Why next
Tuesday?”

“I got something big
coming in. You said fifty percent, but I can give you seventy-five.
Just give me till next Tuesday.”

Darius knows that nothing will happen
next Tuesday, that this “associate” of his won’t have the money by
then, either.

But Darius doesn’t pull the trigger. He
risks his reputation on the street, risks being taken out by a
rival gang sensing a new weakness, risks his livelihood.

He risks all this by lowering his
gun.

If he’d blown this guy’s head off his
shoulders, he would have denied him a chance of immortality. For
some reason this seems unfair today. For the first time in his
life, Darius thinks killing is kind of callous. He doesn’t
understand why he suddenly thinks this, he just does.

And he also thinks of his sister, his
little sister. He hasn’t called her for a couple of months.

“Next Tuesday. But
not an hour later,” he says, and lets the man go.

Darius isn’t the only one feeling
“different.”

There is still a day to go until the
WOCO announcement. It gives people plenty of time to speculate.

A historian, writing in a newspaper,
compares the sense of expectation to an event way back in the last
century — the moon landings.

The days before the moon landings, he writes, people didn’t believe that man could walk on another planet.
It was too unreal. They fully expected the first man to try it to
perish in the attempt. They knew the moon wasn’t made of cheese,
and had no life forms on it, but they assumed something
catastrophic would happen anyway. It was just too much to think
that an astronaut could climb down a ladder and go for a walk on
the moon, let alone play golf on it.

It could never happen.

But it happened.

Nearly eighty years later, this evening has a similar,
illusory quality.

The historian has a point.

Bars do a roaring trade. People just
want to get out and talk. They don’t have much knowledge to back up
their opinions, but they give them anyway.

A barfly claims to know a man, who
knows a man, who knows a man, who knows all about this immortality
thing. He can tell you all about it — if you buy him a drink. Hell,
for two drinks he’ll get his friend to put you on the immortality
shortlist.

It’s a very strange night.

It’s the night everybody turns into a
philosopher.


Jake’s Goodbye

They say I’ll eventually work from
home. But not yet. For my initial reading sessions, I have to go to
a new WOCO building.

I grab the bread out of the toaster and
spread jam over it. Strawberry jam is becoming difficult to find. A
strawberry substitute has started appearing in the shops. WOCO say
it’s better than the real thing, more nutritious, but I haven’t
tried it.

Ellie sits down. She’s perkier this
morning. We made love last night. I’d like to think that helped. Or
am I kidding myself? I wonder if she just needed reassuring after
our month apart. It can’t have been easy on her, all this mystery
surrounding my new job. Then my month away training. WOCO kept me
fully occupied — conditioning me morning, noon and night. Ellie had
a month on her own with too much time to think.

“First day of your
new job,” she says, as she sits down at the table in the
kitchen.

“Yes.”

“Looking forward to
it?”

“Yes.”

I’m not being reticent because I’m in a
bad mood. I’m just wary of telling her too much. I was warned in
the strongest terms that talking about my job would be treason in
WOCO’s eyes.

“Do you know what
you’re going to be doing this morning?” There’s a staged
nonchalance in her eyes. She’s pretending she doesn’t really want
to know. But she does.

“Ellie… you know
I…”

“I’m sorry. I
forgot.”

It must be hard when your husband can’t
tell you about his new job. It’s the kind of situation in which
your imagination can run riot. Does she have nightmares that WOCO
have turned me into an assassin?

I deliver the toast. “Cooked to
perfection,” I say and smile.

She repeats her apology before I leave.
“I won’t ask again,” she says. “It’s just that the world’s gone
crazy. I don’t want you doing anything that will get you in
trouble.”

“It’s okay. I
understand.”

“Just be careful,”
she says.

The mutual appreciation is sealed with
a kiss. We wave at each other for as long as possible, until I
can’t see our home’s front door.

“Just be careful,”
Ellie says again. But this time only in my head.


Jake’s First Assignment

The thirty-third floor
of a new WOCO building is the temporary home of The Reading
Department, although I’m not meant to
refer to it as that. People in the building don’t know it as
The Reading
Department. To them, it’s
Service
Administration.

The elevator reaches the floor and the
doors are barely open before a man in dark-rimmed glasses and a
black hoodie extends a hand towards me. But he doesn’t intend to
shake my hand. He reaches around my back to guide me out of the
elevator as quickly as possible.

This is my handler. And I think he
takes his job title too literally.

“You’re late,” he
says. Another man determined not to introduce himself.

“Sorry, it took a
while to get accreditation.”

We speed past reception and head down a
corridor. After passing through a set of double doors we walk down
another, darker corridor, spotlights in the ceiling providing
minimal lighting.

My handler stops and opens a door into
a room. I peek round the corner. The floors and walls are all
painted black. Visual stimulation is a no-no in what I do. The
decorator obviously took no chances with his brief.

There’s a table in the middle of the
room. On it is a large, brown envelope, a pencil and a pad of
paper.

“In you go,” says my
handler. “Do you need a drink?”

I shake my head and walk into the room.
The handler follows. “I’m not staying,” he says. “When you’re
finished push the button on the wall. I’ll be back for the debrief.
Good luck.”

The handler leaves and the door beeps
as it locks.

This is it — my first
assignment for The
Reading Department.

I slide my finger under the leaf of the
sealed envelope and take out the piece of paper inside.

There are eight
numbers written on the paper, eight numbers that form a set of
random co-ordinates. They have no significance for my target, they
just help to align my mind. The numbers are followed by two
words… immortality
leak.

Those two words make me believe that
WOCO don’t know who the target is. They don’t have anybody in
particular in mind. That’s why they’ve added the prompt. They want
my unconscious mind to latch onto those words and use them to find
the person who leaked the immortality research results.

This is a much more difficult brief
than if the target is a specific person.

I take a deep breath
and close my eyes, ready to remote view. It’s the name for what
I’ve been training to do. What started as a paranoid experiment by
both sides of the Cold War in the twentieth century has been
refined by WOCO. And I’m one of the first officers, maybe
the
first officer, to be trained in its
use.

“Nine, two, nine,
four, seven, seven, one, six… immortality leak.”

My mind goes searching through the
ether, looking for a target’s thoughts. There are billions of
people out there. They each have their own thoughts.

I hear those thoughts almost
immediately.

My brain is frantic, hyperactive. I
zone in on the thoughts of one particular person, guided by my
subconscious. I can’t see him, of course, I’m locked in a room. But
I can hear his thoughts as clearly as if I were physically inside
his mind. He’s thinking about immortality…

“If they make
everybody immortal, my insurance business will fall
apart.”

He’s not the target my handler has in
mind. He’s not a person whose thoughts I’m meant to read. I know
because my brain doesn’t react. It doesn’t react to the
“immortality leak” trigger.

I move on.

Another person’s thoughts wander up to
my mind.

“Should I kill myself
now or wait? Do I need immortality? Or would that mean more of the
same? More of this shit?” He isn’t my target, either. But his
thoughts scare me.

I feel a tear escape. My breathing
becomes shallow. I’m feeling this man’s fear.

I want to help him, tell him not to end
his life. But I can’t. I don’t know who he is, where he lives.

It soon becomes too late. I sense his
jump. I hear him think, “The ocean, so close.”

I get out of his mind quickly, before
impact. I don’t want to experience his suicide. I don’t know what
will happen to me if I do.

I force my mind to travel.

I’m out of him before he hits the
sea.

More thoughts. More people. Hopping
from head to head.

This carries on for around an hour, I
think, maybe two. Time isn’t easily measurable in this state. All I
can say for certain is that it feels like an hour.

Until I find a target that
resonates.

This target’s thoughts glow. That’s the
only way to describe the sensation. I can’t see a person’s thoughts
and yet they glow like a movie screen in my head. This is a strange
state to be in.

I circle the target for a while, trying
to steady my breathing, nervous of what I’ll find inside.

I drift.

I drift inside the target’s head…


Jake’s Debrief

I lie on the floor staring at the legs
of the table.

My eyelids flicker but want to stay
closed. I have to will them to stay open.

How I ended up here I’m not sure. I
don’t remember falling off the chair. I was inside the target’s
head, then moments later I found myself curled up in this fetal
position on the floor.

I’m stunned, I know that much. I never
imagined my first assignment would be like this. I don’t know what
to think. My mind is a marshmallow; one that’s toasted until it’s
so molten it’s hardly hanging on to the fork.

That was a nightmare.

I’m completely frazzled.

It’s difficult to gather my thoughts
about what I’ve just experienced. But I need to. My handler will
expect a full, detailed debrief. I must show him how professional I
am.

I hear the lock click and the door
open.

There’s not enough time for me to get
to my feet.

The handler sees me on the floor but
doesn’t rush over to help. He saunters towards me, stopping a few
feet away, and looks down his nose at this curious situation.

“You
okay?” he asks. But there’s little concern in his voice. He expects
the answer to be yes.

“Yes, I’m okay.” I
push myself up to a sitting position while the handler takes a seat
at the table. I shake my head as if in the throes of a boxing
match, one that I’m losing badly.

“Do you want a
coffee?” he asks.

“Yes,
please.”

The answer seems to annoy him, but he
gets up anyway and leaves the room.

This gives me time to take some deep
breaths, to massage the back of my neck. I’d hate him to see me do
this. It would be a hint of weakness, a hint that I’m not up to the
job in hand. In WOCO, appearance is everything.

When he returns I’m sitting at the
table on the chair opposite his, making a conscious effort to
appear unfazed, but trying to hide the effort. If there was a
spirit level to hand it would show that the line of my lips is
perfectly straight. There’s nothing like straight lips to show
seriousness of intent.

The handler sits down opposite me,
takes a sip of his coffee and asks, “How was it?”

I think of sampling the coffee but
wonder if my hands will shake when I lift the cup from the table.
So I let it sit there, taunting me with its recovery powers.

“Informative,” I
eventually reply — a word that could mean anything, which is
precisely what I want it to mean.

The handler’s head tilts to one side as
if considering all the ramifications, all the possible meanings,
connotations and implications of the word “informative”.

“You were remote
viewing for three hours,” he says. “Did you know that?”

“No.”

He writes this down. What could the
length of time indicate?

“Let’s start at the
beginning. Did you have any trouble locating a viable
target?”

“Yes. It took a
while.”

I wonder if our conversation is being
recorded on either video or audio file. How do WOCO balance the
need for secrecy with the need to monitor the effectiveness of this
new tool?

“But you found a
viable target?”

“Yes, I found a
viable target.”

He stares off to the side until he’s
thought of the next question. “Did you meet with any resistance on
entering the target’s head?”

“No. None at
all.”

“Is it a man or a
woman?”

“A man. Definitely a
man.”

He pauses, then quietly he asks, “Did
you find any thoughts about the leaking of the immortality
secrets?”

“Yes.”

He leans back in his chair, astounded,
I think. “What was the first thought you came across that was
significant?”

“I can’t remember the
exact wording of the thought, but the target told himself not to
worry. He thought there were several people who could be blamed for
the leaked documents.”

“That was the
thought? The exact thought?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re sure
these leaked documents were the ones about the immortality
experiments?”

“Yes.”

“Did he mention
immortality in his thoughts? Explicitly?”

“Yes, he did. He was
going to meet somebody to discuss the immortality
documents.”

“Who was this person
he was going to meet?”

“I don’t know. He
called him ‘John’. But he had no thoughts about this person’s
surname.”

The handler taps his
pencil on the table. “The target himself. Did he mention his own
name in any of his thoughts?”

“No.”

“Did he give any
clues to his identity?”

“There was something
about preparing notes for a class. He was worried that meeting this
contact wouldn’t leave him time to prepare notes for his class. I
think he’s a teacher. I definitely got the impression that this
target is a teacher.”

The handler and I spend the next hour
or so examining every thought the teacher had while I was inside
his head, trying to pin down his identity.

The teacher felt thirsty. He had a
cola. Which brand?

The teacher put on a coat. What kind of
coat?

The teacher went for a walk. Did he
think about the buildings he was passing? Were there any
significant landmarks?

I had to remind the handler that I
couldn’t see through the target’s eyes, couldn’t see what he was
seeing, only hear his thoughts.

But by the end of the session the
handler is quietly confident that the target is a teacher in the
United States, more specifically San Francisco.

I have to agree. I’ve visited San
Francisco, too, several years ago.

I pity all the teachers who live in San
Francisco. I have no doubt that they will all receive a visit from
members of the WOCO Protection Force. Their houses will be
ransacked in the search for clues. Their every movement will be
closely scrutinized, their friends will be interrogated.

The handler congratulates me on a job
well done. I do my best to hide my overwhelming feeling of
sadness.

 



The WOCO Broadcast

It falls to the New York CEO of WOCO to
make the broadcast. He doesn’t want to do it but has no choice, New
York is still in the chair.

Gordon Stewart isn’t one to shirk a
challenge, but this TV, radio broadcast and webcast will go down in
history, however people respond to it.

He arrives at the TV station at the
very last minute. The make-up person has just enough time to dab
him with powder and straighten an unruly grey hair.

As Stewart walks onto the set, the
studio floor manager takes over and points to the camera with
auto-cue.

Stewart sits down in the chair.

The lights bleach out his peripheral
vision as he waits for the countdown.

It begins.
Ten, nine,
eight…

All around the world, the streets are
quieter than the previous night. A few people gather in bars but
most stay home to watch the broadcast. It’s a time to be with
family or close friends.

Seven, six…

Sporting events have been cancelled.
Stadiums are eerily empty. Buses remain in their depots, trains in
their sidings.

Five, four…

Churches, mosques and synagogues put up
large TV screens so people can watch it together, support each
other.

Three, two, one…

Gordon Stewart looks straight down the
camera lens, puts on his most disarming smile and is careful to
follow his voice coach’s directions, to keep his voice as
mellifluous as possible.

“Good evening and
thank you for joining me, wherever you are in the world
today.

“In the last couple
of weeks there have been rumors circulating of a discovery made by
WOCO scientists. As we said yesterday, our scientists are
constantly carrying out research and experiments to benefit us all.
Scientific research is often a hit and miss affair, the results not
always conclusive.

“One of our aims has
always been to lengthen life expectancy, and so we have directed a
lot of resources in support of that area.

“Releasing research
results too early can be a dangerous undertaking. We did not want
to raise people’s hopes. But we feel that events have forced our
hand.

“We have been running
one particular research project for some ten years now — Project
Edyl. Originally, we hoped to add an average of twenty years to
life expectancy throughout the world. Our heroic scientists have
worked day and night on this project and their results have been
nothing short of exceptional.

“I cannot go into the
details of the science, but the people involved in the research and
experimentation have been working on slowing the body’s aging
process.

“Early indications
are beyond our wildest dreams. It appears that, in tests, they may
have stopped the aging process altogether in some
subjects.”

At this point Stewart stops. He can
almost hear the gasps of amazement from villages in India, towns in
France, cities in the US.

“I want to talk to
you for the next couple of minutes about the concept of
immortality. If the scientists can replicate their early results on
a regular basis, we might indeed reach a point where human beings
stop aging. Does this count as immortality? Not strictly. If a
person is involved in an accident, for instance, and suffers severe
injuries, he can still die of those injuries. But, yes, we may be
looking at a time in the near future when life can be extended
indefinitely.”

Stewart’s eyes narrow.

“This is a time for
great rejoicing, yes. But it’s also a very difficult
time.”

Again, a pause. He wants this fully
understood.

“If immortality does
become possible, it would be suicidal to allow the entire
population of the world to have it immediately. If people continued
to reproduce, which of course they would, the population explosion
would inevitably be enormous. We would not be able to feed the
world. In recent times, WOCO has taken measures to curb
over-population. But it’s still a problem, even now, before
immortality. WOCO considers one of its greatest achievements to be
alleviating poverty throughout the world. Bestowing immortality on
everybody would reverse this trend and the human race might never
recover.

“What we need to do
now, as a species, is to remain calm, retain our dignity and work
out how to deal with this new advance in science. At a meeting
yesterday, the CEOs of WOCO committed themselves to making as many
people immortal as possible in the long term without endangering
humanity’s existence. How we do this remains a point open for
discussion. But we assure you that we’ll do everything we can to
make this a reality.

“For now, scientists
will continue their work in the utmost secrecy. They have been
taken to a place where we can guarantee their safety and they can
continue with their experiments in peace.

“Nobody will be given
the immortality treatment yet. It’s simply not ready. But we hope
that it will be in the future. We are working day and night to
bring that day ever closer.

“Consultation
processes will be set up worldwide because we greatly value your
opinions, thoughts and ideas.

“In the meantime, I
ask for your patience. Riots will not bring the treatment any
closer. We are working as fast as we can.

“This is a
magnificent day in the history of mankind. But it also brings about
our greatest challenge. Nevertheless, I believe we are up to this
challenge.

“Thank you for your
time, and have a peaceful day.”

Stewart smiles a final time before
normal broadcasts resume.

Anecdotes from people watching around
the world tell of very different reactions to the broadcast. Some
people pop open bottles of champagne. Others dance to music turned
up full blast. Strangest of all, an increase in suicides is
reported.

But the most common reaction reported
is silence. It’s a mysterious reaction, silence. Various emotions
can sit inside it. A person can be silent because he is
apprehensive, because he is calm, because he is shocked, or because
he just doesn’t know what he thinks.

Ask people why they are silent this
night and they might not be able to explain. They just are. On
arguably mankind’s most transformative night, in most towns you can
hear a rat scurry across a street.

Immortality is right around the corner.
But nobody is sure how will we reach that corner.


Jake Waiting

I don’t rush home.

Every few steps I take, I look over my
shoulder.

If somebody is following me, I’ll see
them. The deserted streets are my friend.

I must be the only person in the whole
world not parked in front of a TV set watching the
announcement.

But after today, I feel like I could
make the announcement myself, feel like I know what they will
say.

WOCO has to come clean. They don’t have
any other option. They will try and turn it into an opportunity,
cover up what they tried to keep secret. I don’t know what their
long-term plan was, but they’ll need a rethink.

Another glance over my shoulder. And
another to make sure. But I’m alone. The streets whistle they’re so
lonely and my footsteps tap out a hollow beat.

I walk past houses, people huddled
together inside. At one terrace house I peek in through the window.
A family of four are mesmerized by the TV. I see Gordon Stewart
giving his speech.

There are two children, a boy of around
eleven, and a girl of about seven or eight. They might be members
of the first immortality generation. I wonder what kinds of
questions they will ask their parents. “Daddy, if I’m going to be
immortal, does that mean I don’t have to go to school
tomorrow?”

I carry on walking and pass a car lying
on its side, burnt out. The metal is already flaking off, its
carbonized frame ready to become an exhibit in a museum. I wonder
what the card next to its glass case would say.

How will people will react to Stewart’s
announcement?

Their aims in life will change, that’s
for sure. Their primary goal will be to become immortal, to do
whatever it takes. But what will it take?

For now, the way to have a chance of
immortality is not to upset WOCO.

I can’t see riots flaring up again in
the foreseeable future. If you get caught on camera, you’ll never
be one of the chosen few. Who is going to take that risk?

I walk on.

The moon begins to emerge in the
sky.

It seems to appear earlier and earlier
these days. It never has any competition from the sun, so can trot
out whenever it likes.

I’m dawdling when I should be rushing
home.

I should be grabbing Ellie by the arm
and telling her we have to go, that we have to get out of here, run
as far as we can.

I turn down another street.

This one used to be cobbled years ago.
I saw it in some very old photographs. I miss cobbled streets. I
once went on a trip to Belgium where they still have them. But
they’re expensive to maintain and can be dug up to use as weapons
during a riot. So, no chance of WOCO laying new ones.

I stop at another house, look in
through another window.

There’s an elderly couple watching the
announcement on TV. They both look like they’re in their late
eighties. I wonder what they make of WOCO’s words.

If anybody should be shouting at the TV
screen, demanding the immortality treatment right now, it’s them.
Time’s running out. But they sit there drinking a cup of tea, thick
cardigans wrapped around them — sitting there with dignity. Letting
time pass while it’s still relevant.

I have an urge to join them, to sit
there, drinking in their humanity.

But I shrug it off and keep
walking.

These streets are so familiar. I’ve
walked down them for years. But now they seem different. Everything
seems different. Dreamlike. A monochromatic dream, but dreamlike
all the same. All because of one announcement on TV. The power of
words — WOCO words.

I reach my house but linger
outside.

I want to watch Ellie for a couple of
minutes, in the same way I’ve been spying on strangers during my
walk. I want to peek through the window. See her brand new.

But I can’t look at her like a
stranger.

She’s my Ellie.

She doesn’t know it because I didn’t
leave any evidence behind, but today I’ve been inside her head.

I never meant to.

At first, I didn’t know I was inside
her head. I was just taken there by my mind, searching for thoughts
to scan.

It took about twenty minutes for it to
dawn on me. When she thought about eating a Viennese Whirl, the one
confection she can’t resist, that was a giveaway.

I should have ended my session there
and then, stormed out of the building, saying I’d lost the ability
to read thoughts.

But I didn’t.

Instead, I roamed around inside Ellie’s
head.

I’d forgotten that she was such a nice
person. Not forgotten entirely, but when you’ve been with somebody
for such a long time I suppose you get complacent. We tend to
notice things when they’re new, out of the ordinary, not when we
see them every day.

Inside her head, I didn’t encounter one
bad thought about anybody. Not her co-workers. Not me.

That’s where I should have stopped.

Should have.

I stop looking through the window. My
hand reaches into my pocket and pulls out the house keys.

I go inside, drop my bag, and walk into
the lounge.

Ellie stands up.

Neither of us knows what to say or
do.

Eventually I speak. “So it was
true.”

“Yes.” Her voice is
hesitant.

I tentatively hold out my hands. She
approaches and holds me tight.

She’s the librarian at
the university, quietly going about her job. It’s easy to ignore a
librarian. People are discouraged even from talking to them because
of the quietness of the place. They think, will I be shushed if I start a
conversation?

But maybe one day a person ignored that
thought.

Maybe one day a scientist took a break
from his work in the lab and went to the library for some peace and
quiet.

Then he got talking to the librarian.
They discovered they had similar views about life, about
principles, about unwarranted secrecy.

Maybe he was dying to
talk to somebody about his work, couldn’t keep shtum any longer. And maybe this sweet librarian, my Ellie, offered
to liberate this information, put it in the public domain, let the
people decide what needed to be done with this amazing scientific
discovery.

I will do it anonymously, Ellie
might have said. On
the internet. Nobody will find out.

I don’t know if that’s exactly how it
happened. And I’m not going to ask Ellie. I can’t reveal that I’ve
been inside her head. Ever. But I assume it was something like
that.

I hold Ellie tight.

I’ve made a decision. We will stay here
in our little home.

Perhaps, after their
interrogation of every teacher in the San Francisco area, WOCO will
decide that thought
reading is flawed. Useless.

Perhaps they will close down The
Reading Department, consign it to dust. But I doubt it.

I doubt it.

Then another thought creeps up on me
and stabs the previous one in the back.

What if…

What if WOCO knew all along that Ellie
leaked the immortality test results? What if they’d already found
out before I carried out my reading? What if they continued with
this charade just to see if I would give Ellie up? What will happen
because I didn’t give her up?

These are the most evil thoughts of
all.

I try to forget them.

I try.

I wonder where we’ll all apply for
immortality. Will there be a form to fill in? A test to take? How
soon can we apply?

Can we do it tomorrow?


More…

Thanks for reading EDYL — THE READING DEPARTMENT.

Find out what happens when
immortality becomes a reality in the exciting sequel, EDYL — ISLAND OF IMMORTALITY.

And if you enjoyed this book,
please leave a review at the place you bought it. No matter how
short, it really helps other people discover the book.

To hear about new releases, visit
http://www.mark-capell.com.
Sign up to the mailing list at http://www.mark-capell.com/newsletter.
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