CC2105 – Story & Myth

Final Piece: An Eye On You


Rusted girders rattled and shuddered as the 8:26 tore overhead, making its way steadily towards District Q. Inside were dozens of commuters, hunched and huddled like birds on a wire. With briefcases and digital devices they found their own reasons not to acknowledge the person sat next to them. A hundred eyes flickered side to side at the passing scenery. Tenement blocks. Factories. Outlets, inlets, structural supports. It was a city that had expanded upwards, not outwards, towards the high-rise arks for those with enough wealth to avoid the dark underbelly. It was on this train, in this city, that we made our journey.


And there I stood, shoulder to shoulder with Trent, packed into the front door alcove like chickens. And I thought the train was a squeeze. Maybe it was his bulky mass that was in fact the problem, not the lobby's design. I looked at him heaving there, his sides trying to spill out of his dull orange overalls. He jammed a finger under his black plastic watch and twisted it around, clearing the sweat that had accumulated under it.


“Stairs too much for you?” I asked him.


“Can't believe the lift was out.” he muttered, not even turning to look at me.


“The power surge must have affected the whole building.” I reminded him. “That's probably what caused the failure in this woman's Capillary.”


We stood there without speaking for a moment longer, the echoes of the trains far below carried on the updraft, until Trent said “You ever hear about that guy that ejected himself from his Capillary too early?”


I glanced at him.


“No.” I replied.


“Walczac.” he continued. “Said he felt like he was having nightmares and got out in a hurry. Lost all use of his arms and legs, his wife left him, and now he can't even work.”


“They have limb augmentations to fix that now.” I said. “And anyway, that won't happen if you follow the right safety precautions like we do.”


“The Poles are good, but I don't think the Authorities train them properly.”


Just then the door finally hissed open to reveal our client as she snapped a camera at us. She had ten years on me easily, but that didn't prevent the satin nightgown gripping her sickle curves like she was fresh out of the Academy.


“Sorry about that,” she smiled. “I like to get a photo of everyone that comes here.”


Trent lumbered forwards.


“Here to fix the Capillary.” he groaned, pushing his way past her. She remained standing beside the door, holding the camera in both hands. The strap dangled loosely around her neck, softly hugging her curled, black hair.


“Mrs Wilcox?” I asked.


“Actually it's Ms.”


The corner of her mouth twitched and her eyes sunk down to the badge on my chest.


“Aren't you going to come in, Mr Compton?”


I complied and she hit the keypad to shut the door behind me, then stood with her back against it. The apartment was your average modern, open-plan affair – a kitchen worktop with lime green trimmings, a spotless cream carpet, a mahogany dining table that looked out of place in a home this contemporary. It almost seemed a shame to spoil such an immaculate setting with the compulsory equipment provided by the Authorities. The Capillary sat in an alcove in the far wall; a dull grey chair backed by a reef of multicoloured cables and connectors.


“Ms Wilcox,” I said. “The Authorities have detected an anomaly in your neural transmissions. In short, they are not receiving them.”


“So they can't keep an eye on me.” she smirked. “Are they worried I'm up to something?”


“The Authorities deem it necessary that every citizen transmit their daily memories. I'm afraid they run on a 'guilty-until-proven-innocent' basis.” I replied.


“Have you experienced any technical difficulties with the Capillary?” Trent asked. “Have you been able to log your memories and neural pulses?”


“Well, I don't really know much about that kind of thing.” she replied.


“Did you check the manual?” Trent swiftly questioned her further.


“Well, no. I thought that's what you were here for.” Wilcox let out a little smile.


Trent rolled his eyes and said; “Let's get on with it.”


We stepped across to the alcove and I sat down in the Capillary. The cables dangled all around me, some brushing against my head. Trent helped me strap myself in and we both attached the small, white discs to my temples, chest and the back of my neck. I caught a glimpse of Wilcox over his shoulder. She had hopped into the kitchen and turned on the dishwasher, then skipped back and stood just behind Trent. She adjusted the straps on her nightgown, folded one arm across her belly and tucked the other under her chin. I exchanged glances with her.


“Oh,” she exclaimed. “I didn't realise I'm supposed to go through all these procedures.”


“You're not.” Trent replied, making that horrible whistling sound as he breathed through his nostrils. I wished he would breathe through his damn mouth.


“Just safety precautions.” I added. “Although client procedure is not that different really. This won't take a moment, Ms Wilcox.”


“So what will you be able to see in there?” She bit the corner of her middle fingernail. 


“Whatever memories and other neural data you've got stored since your last upload.” I said.


“Hope you don't see anything private.” she grinned.


“Data Protection Act 2019.” Trent chimed in. “Prevents any access to those, uh, delicate areas of your memories. He'll be completely locked out.”


He looked up at me and winked. Why does he always say that?


“What will it be like for you in there?” Wilcox asked me.


“Just like a dream.” I replied.


Trent pulled the headset down over my eyes and everything went dark. I heard him breathing heavily: “You ready?” I nodded.


“I'll be keeping an eye on you.”


A murky green was the first colour to come back to me. Was I underwater? I tried to turn my head but every direction yielded the same results, until slowly I saw white bubbles rising towards me, each one about the size of a fist. So I span around and saw rays of light slicing through the water and I swam towards them, knowing only that this was where I should be going.


Just like a dream.


When I surfaced I found myself in a private swimming pool beside a couple of blurry people – a man and a woman. They were clinging to the side of the pool and shouting at each other, but I could not make out their words. I watched them for a while as they bickered, their expressions gradually growing more and more invasive to each another. Their motions were sudden yet slowed to a washed out after-image, and I could see what they were doing before it was done.


Just like a dream.


Opposite them, at the side of the pool, was a queue of men stood single-file in full work attire. There were businessmen in sharp suits, rugged construction workers and tweed-clad inspectors, and one by one they stepped forward and plunged into the soup. Out of sight, out of mind. I turned back to the couple, who had become more aggressive.


As the man's hand struck the woman's face the water soaked up a cloud of red and the tiles lining the pool began to crumble and drop off. Her sobs bounced off the cavernous walls and when they returned they were screams that echoed backwards. They tore into his flesh and forced his head underwater. As he thrashed about in fury she arose, dripping and panting, and she stood upon him until he no longer resisted.


The water fell still, and I watched her wade naked through the shallows.


She did not see me there.


Perhaps it was for the best; I had witnessed the dark side of this conniving mistress, the bags under her eyes that she had clearly strived so hard to conceal. But they told me everything about her: the dark secrets, the guilt-ridden memories she tried to suppress, the insecurities and vices. This living dream I was enveloped in was more than unconscious desires; it was recollection, it was experience. There was more fact than fiction here.


Someone had died by her hand. Husband? Stranger? Father, or even son?


Had I located the source of the problem? In this kind of situation it was not uncommon for the technical fault to be linked to a psychological one. A whole host of suppressed memories, childhood problems and social stigma causing corrupt file transfers and preventing a smooth upload. Was Wilcox really as ignorant to all this as she made out, or was this all some giant ruse? A plot to keep her secrets safe. It began to seem more and more likely. The longer she avoided transferring her neural data, the longer she would keep concealed the crime she was hiding.


It dawned on me in that moment that in all my efforts to see Wilcox for what she truly was, I had in fact opened myself up for observation. I was vulnerable, as in a nightmare in which you're naked. My body had become distant and detached and was waiting – exposed – in the apartment with a venomous snake.


Wake up!


“Trent, get me out.” I called, but there was no reply. “Trent, wake me!”


A disturbance in the water caught my attention. I looked up to see the woman calmly making her way towards me through the water. She stared me directly in the eyes as a smile spread across her face, lips firmly together, her eyebrows arched like whips mid-crack.


Panic set in: “Trent! God damn it!”


I racked my brains for a way and it was then I remembered what Trent had told me earlier. There was a way out, just one way out, but it would not take me all the way. It was rife with danger and the chances of success were slim, but it was a way nonetheless: premature withdrawal from the machine.


No, it was too dangerous. I could be left paralysed!


Wake up! It's just a dream!


Isn't it just a dream?


“Wake me up!” I cried. I plunged my hands into the water and hauled the male corpse out, only to find it blue in the face. Trent's face.


“Get me out!” I screamed at him. “Get me the fuck out! I want out!!”


But there was no reply.


I looked up again and she was closer, almost upon me, her arms outstretched, her mouth open in a silent cackle. And I made the decision.


As my vision slowly trickled back to me I became aware that I was still in Wilcox's living room. Things were much the same as they were when I had departed, only this time the lights seemed more garish and there was a faint smell of bleach lingering in the air. I rubbed my eyes and took a deep breath, taking in the surroundings. The kitchen worktop with lime green trimmings, the spotless cream carpet, the mahogany dining table so out of place in a home this contemporary.


It suddenly occurred to me that I was alone in the room. The terminal screen indicated that the front door was locked from the outside. The dishwasher's LED display blinked in the corner, already at the end of its ninety minute cycle. I ripped the headset off and tossed it aside. Good: my limbs seemed to be responding. I gripped the armrests of the Capillary chair and began to rise to my feet when my knees gave way and I tumbled face-down to the floor. The sensation of a thousand needles seared through every joint in my body. That is, every joint above the waist. I tried kicking out but my legs remained still; dulled and numb. I ordered them to move, just to twitch, to do anything! But they did not. My fists found their way to my thighs, attempting to pound some motivation into them, but to no avail.


This is it. I'm Walczac. I'm a fucking carrot.


I fell limp and I panted.


Useless.


There was a nauseating feeling that accompanied my situation, like something had burrowed inside me and was consuming me from within, destroying all that was vital to me, rendering me incomplete and insufficient.


I shook such thoughts from my head and focused on my situation. On the floor in the home of a killer, paralysed from the waist down, and with no way to escape.


But then I thought: unlike Walczac I still have my arms.


I grasped at the long fibres in the carpet and inch by inch I dragged myself across the floor, using all my strength. I crept towards the chocolate sofa. It was one of those old-fashioned ones, raised off the floor by four wooden legs. As I wormed around it I caught sight of someone laying on top; a single hand dangling limply over the side with a black plastic watch around the wrist and a line of dried blood leading to the tip of the middle finger. It was Trent. I put one hand over my mouth and swallowed hard. That dumb bastard let his guard down.


At that moment the lock to the front door hissed open and clicked. My heart pounded against the floor, and I hauled myself beneath the sofa without even thinking, dislodging several shoe boxes as I moved. I grabbed them to stop them tumbling into the open room and felt a wad of old photographs spilling out the side. To my left, two feet strode into the middle of the room and kicked off a pair of red heels. The feet flittered about the area, carrying a body that made minor adjustments to tiny details that I couldn't see. They headed for the kitchen and I looked down at the photos in my hand. Each one had the same framing: the apartment's front door from the inside looking out at an array of different visitors. Workmen, investigators, surveyors, and as I thumbed through them I eventually came to the final one.


Trent and me.


And so there I lay, the budding voyeur. In wait, not for prey but predator to bring about my impending doom. Cheat the system. Deny my aid. Show me what you really are.


Then watch me die.

