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The Thing You Never Were




“Come in,” the electronic voice says from the comm above. 

 You take a tentative step into the room and the door slides closed behind you. The room is white and sterile, contrasted with your sweat-stained red jumpsuit and dirty work boots. It’s empty, save for a mind cradle that dangles from the ceiling. You've never been in the upper levels of the factory before. Few have. You hope you’ve not done something to upset the corporation.

 “I was requested?” You try in vain to keep the tremor from your voice.

 “You were. The corporation would like to recognize you for your efforts over the previous quarter. You outperformed your peers in a ratio of almost two to one. Your productivity has attracted the notice of the board of directors. A high honor.”

 A moment of silence ensues, full of expectation.

 “Thank you,” you say, though you feel anything but grateful to the corporation.

 “You are being rewarded for a job well done. The company would like to extend a day off to you.”

 Your heart stops beating for a moment. You’ve been in the factory since you were taken from your family as a small child. Your parents were over the child allotment so the government took you and leased you to the corporation to work off your debt to society. The debt of life. This factory is all you know. The work is all you know. A day without work…what else is there?

 You notice the silence lingers again and say “thank you.”

 “This is not your only reward. The company would also like to offer you a special opportunity, to encourage your continued diligence, and to encourage others to try and attain the levels of productivity you have. We would like to offer you a memory.” 

 You suck in a breath. You’ve heard rumors of memory sharing, but it was always something that happened outside. Away from the factory.

 “A memory?” You rasp.

 “A day spent in the mind cradle. Access to the company’s broad database containing millions of stored memories. You may select one, of your choice, and when you connect with the mind cradle it is better than viewing the memory, the memory becomes yours. The cradle syncs with your brain and nervous systems. You will feel and experience every part of it, as if it were your own.”

 Your mind reels. The opportunity is a generous one. You have not heard of anyone else getting to spend a day away from work to live a moment from outside the facility. You feel at once both honored and bitter. You think then of your peers, the people who have worked alongside you who were also taken from their families. What any one of them would do to have the same opportunity you’re being extended. It makes your stomach churn. You feel selfish just for doing what they told you to do and doing it well.

 “Step up to the mind cradle.”

 You do. The mind cradle reacts as if it were a tentacle coming from a creature in the ceiling. It snakes towards you as you approach, unfolding and wrapping itself around your body, fastening itself to your skull. You feel a gentle thrum where parts of it interface with your brain. The metal is cold. You can feel your pulse behind your eyes.

 A display appears in your vision, overlaying the white room. It’s a menu with hundreds of categories, files containing different types of memories and experiences. The sheer quantity boggles your mind. 

 You begin to sift through them. Many of the activities you’ve never even heard of. You speak of the outside world with your peers often, but most were taken at a young age, before getting the opportunity to enjoy life for themselves.

 There are a slew of outdoor activities like skydiving, skiing, hiking, parasailing. You tab to the next group. A day at the park, watching a football game in a stadium, a night out on the city. There’s days relaxing at home, going to see a holomovie, tramracing, flying into the upper atmosphere of Earth. Romantic dates. Sexual experiences of every type and variety. Celebrity memories, historical events, and so many more. 

 It’s overwhelming. You can feel your chest tightening. No matter how generous the reward, you can’t shake the feeling that you’re doing something wrong. Giving in more to the corporation that already has everything. That already owns you. Doing something all of your peers, your new family, doesn’t get to do.

 “Do I have to select a memory?” You ask. 

 “You would choose to not take the gift the corporation has offered you?”

 Even though the voice sounds electronic, there’s a sour, grating edge to the question. It hints at negative possibilities. Something you and everyone in this place knows well is how cruel the corporation can be if you disappoint them. The prospect of a day in one of their ‘recalibration’ chambers is enough to curl your skin. You’ve acted out before. Gotten to experience the shock therapy, the holo classes you’ve lived through where they show you what they can do to your family if you don’t behave. You barely know them, you were so young, but you don’t want to hurt them. It wasn’t their fault you were taken. You were kicking and screaming when they took you from your father’s arms. He resisted and they tased him. The last thing you saw when they put you in the truck was three of the government’s enforcers kicking the shit out of your father on the ground.

 No. You don’t want to disobey. You try switching gears.

 “I mean, how do I select a memory?”

 “When you decide you want a particular memory, the mind cradle will recognize your choice when you focus on selecting it.” The voice sounds placated and you feel like you got out from any punishment. 

 Now to find a memory. You’re not really interested in anything you’ve seen so far. There seems to be endless possibilities. You don’t really want to relive anything, your heart isn’t into the reward at all. But you know the consequences and need to make the most of it. So you sift through the categories. 

 You could always choose to relive a memory of your own, from your early childhood, couldn’t you? The thought seems appealing for a moment and shifts to negative connotations. Old wounds. You managed to bury your pain somewhere deep in the first few years of your service here. You don’t want to rehash those feelings.

 “Select a memory,” the voice says with a slight hint of annoyance. The reward does not extend to limitless patience. You’re out of time.

 “I’m still trying to decide,” you say, hoping it will buy you a few more minutes.

 You think about taking the easy route and just selecting from one of the outdoor activities. Something you’ve never heard anyone talk about. But you’re sure they will make you talk about your new memory with your peers, to encourage them to push for the same reward, and the feeling of sharing what it’s like to skydive or hike or ski with your peers is not something you feel will make any of them happy. You don’t want them to resent you. You don’t want to resent yourself.

 “Think about what it is you want more than anything else,” the voice prompts.

 You close your eyes and look deep inside yourself, to the core of who you are and who you wish you could be. 

 The kernel of an idea appears there, expands, and moulds. Something you hadn’t really thought about, something you know you want more than anything else. If things were different. If you weren’t their property. If you were free. 

 “I know what I want,” you say. You look for the right tab and select a memory. Something simple. Something you know will help you feel what it would be like to have this desire. 

 The mind cradle chimes. Your vision fades. The room temperature changes from comfortable to slightly cool. You hear the monotonous tone of a heart monitor. Suddenly you can see and you’re standing in the hospital room it showed in the memory preview. A nurse walks towards you, smiling, holding something bundled in her hand.

 You feel a jittery excitement like you’ve never felt before.

 “Would you like to hold your baby?” The nurse asks. 

 Before you can respond she's putting the newborn in your arms.

 “Hello beautiful,” you feel yourself say. 

 Tears start to swell in your bleary eyes.










