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The year 2115.

Napoleon LaBonte, founder of Salem Independent Laboratory for time travel research, and his wife Sally, watched as the misty image of the laboratory of a century and a half in the future began to materialize.  He put his hand on Sally’s to comfort her.  They were about to embark on an attempt to have Sally treated in the future for a disease for which there was no cure in 1964.  They were able to discern shapes now.  He took his eyes off of the image of the lab that was now almost completely visible and looked at Sally.  Still attractive.  Don’t want to lose her, he thought.  

He wondered if this mission would be what cured her of the Multiple System Atrophy, which had debilitated her, leaving her nearly unable to speak, having trouble walking and was on its way to killing her.  What if this journey was a waste?  What if there was still no treatment?  It was then back to 1964 and begin again; pick a time further in the future maybe.  He saw the huge electromagnets that were a major component in their time travel equipment, but they were bigger than those of 1964.

Nap was the patriarch of his extended family, made up of his two daughters, their husbands and grandchildren, including John Paul who was his grandson and partner in S. I. L.  There were those who were not related but who he considered as members of his family, Lou Nadeau, who was his partner, and Lou’s daughter Joanie,  Joanie was John Paul’s girlfriend and as everybody figured, his future bride.

Nap considered himself a lucky man.  He was well into his senior years but had already had more adventure in his life than most men would have in ten lifetimes.  His main fear in life was that any member of his family might be taken by fate, as had been his many siblings and his first wife, and also his Son-in-Law, Charlie, who had been killed in England in World War Two, and his second Son-in-Law, Dennis who had been killed in Korea.  He had witnessed more adventure, but also more loss than most people had to bear.  He lived in fear that it could happen again at any time.  Right now he feared for Sally.  But here they were 150 years in the future.  Time for hope.  Maybe within a short time they would find out if MSA was curable in 2115.

Nap helped Sally out of the time craft.  After looking around, Nap said, “Well I guess our message went forward through time ‘cause nobody's here to meet us.  Guess they agreed that we shouldn't meet.  That it might cause problems.”

Sally confirmed.  “So... no... time... para...”

Nap finished for her, “No time paradoxes where we meet our great great, something grandchildren.”  Then he noticed.  “The engines?  The electromagnets?  It's all different. Bigger”

Sally managed to get to the back window and motioned for Nap to come over.

“Yeah,” Nap confirmed, “the charge tower and the Jacob's ladder.  Much bigger.  What's going on?”  The charge tower was a giant version of the science class item with which users could demonstrate a static charge jumping like lightning from a dome at the top to a terminal next to it.  The Jacob’s ladder was also a giant version of the science class device, made up of two vertical wires which got farther apart with height, which when turned on had a continuous spark going through the air from one wire to the other, with the spark getting longer as it rose up the Jacob’s Ladder.  Both were pretty impressive when seen in the dark.  The Jacob’s Ladder often made an appearance in mad scientist movies.

Nap opened the back door and looked along the back outside wall.  No variable capacitor.  This was a device devised by Lou to store the built up electrical charge until it was released into the huge electromagnets.  Instead of the variable capacitor, the spot was occupied by some piece of equipment that Nap didn't recognize.  Maybe an improvement of some kind.  There was a large building straight back from the lab farther back than the military barracks which had been built in his time to house military police whose job it was to guard the communications time tunnel, one of the two time travel set ups that S. I. L. had in its two buildings.  Had the lab acquired the neighboring lot at some time to expand?  He wondered what experiments might be done in there, and he wondered what his descendants might be like.  He closed the door, then went into the office area, past the desk, still the same one that was in use in 1964.  Some large white appliance occupied the space that the old fridge had been in.  The hot plate was gone, replaced by a device with a glass window and with a lot of dials on the front,  Nap looked through the window, afraid to open something that he didn't recognize.  Inside he saw a circular glass tray with rollers on the bottom.  He looked at Sally and just shrugged.

“It all sort of looks like the lab, but everything is different.”

Nap saw photos on the wall.  One was a photo of himself.  Another picture was of a man in middle age.  “John Paul,” Nap said.  A third picture was obviously of Lou, but at an age that appeared not quite as old as Nap appeared in his picture.  He began to get out his reading glasses to see what the lettering above and beneath the pictures said.

Sally grabbed his arm.  “Might...be...dates.”

“Right.”  Nap left his glasses in his pocket.  “Maybe birth and...death dates.  Don't wanna know that, right.  They should have turned the photos around so we wouldn't accidentally see them and read the lettering.  Thanks for stopping me.  If I found out I died in 1965 I'd kill myself.”

Nap opened the front door, stepped a little way outside, and looked at the facade.  Sally started to follow but was having more trouble with walking now.  He stepped towards her and helped her out.  They looked at Silver anodized channel letters across the facade which read. “Salem Independent Laboratory.” He gestured to a plaque next to the front door.  He looked at Sally, who tried to say, “It’s not...dates...that we don’t...”  She couldn’t manage any more and gave up.  

Nap said, “Okay, on go the glasses then.  He read out loud, “Established 1946, Th founders: Napoleon LaBonte and John Paul Belanger, with early partner Lou Nadeau”

The e in the word ‘the’ was missing.  “e?,” she said.

“Did they accidentally leave off the e on the word the?  Seems unlikely.”

Sally shook her head and it made her lose her balance.  Nap caught her.

After she was steady again, she touched her finger to the side of her nose and tapped a few times.  “Any...thing?” asked Sally.

Nap looked at her, unsure what she was getting at.  He inhaled, held it for a moment.  “Is this what air is supposed to smell like?  No auto exhaust, no smoke from coal burning.  No smell of trash burning.  No swill trucks.  It's just natural air I guess.  How can all smells be gone.”  Then he tapped his nose as Sally had done.  “I might just be able to make out some scent from flowers or something.  Pleasant. And look at the sky.  It's so clear.  Like Montana or some place in the Rockies, not like the usual industrial northeast, full of factories belching out smoke.

“Things... change.”  she said.

“The clear air.  The bigger Jacob's ladder and engines, bigger electromagnets, and whatever that thing that took the hot plate’s place was.  The project just moved into the future.  We're 150 years or so in the future.  Of course everything would be different.  Except the desk.  I guess a desk is a desk, in 1964, or 2115.”

They went back inside.  Where the TV used to be was a much larger device that had wording on it.  Nap looked closer.  He got out his reading glasses to read it.  Before he put them on he said to Sally, “Won't be my date of death on that I think.”  It read, Holovision Corp.  “I don't think I'll turn that on.  I’ve heard of holograms.  Maybe this is the 2115 version of a TV.”

“Yeah,” said Sally.  “Buttons.” She started to shake her head, remembered the time earlier and just wagged her finger.
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They looked around a bit more then out the window and saw a car pull into the front lot so they went outside.

“The driver got out.  “Hi.  I work for the lab.  I'm assigned to meet you here and 'nav' you to the hospital.  Name's Forty.  Nice to finally meet people I've heard so much about.”  He opened the front and rear doors and gestured for Nap and Sally to get in.

“Com..fy,” Sally commented about the seats.  They weren’t cushions as in cars of the 1960s and long after that.  The seats looked the same as they did in 1964 but under the surface of the seat were thousands of little vertical golf tee-shaped things that only went down enough to conform to the shape of the person who was sitting on them.  Nap moved aside a little and pushed down on the seat a few times.  When he removed his hand the devices all returned to the same level, the indentation of his hand slowly disappearing.  He pushed down one more time, amazed how the seat perfectly took the shape of his hand.

Nap asked, “Did you say your name's Forty, like the number?”

“Yeah, probably a lot of names that you didn't use back then.  Got a brother named Thirty.”

Nap looked at Sally, shook his head and smiled.

“Okay,” said Forty, “Let’s field up.”  Nap and Sally were surprised when a force field, almost completely transparent went up, apparently enclosing them individually all around and above and below their bodies.  One went up around Forty too.

Forty saw in the rear view screen that Nap and Sally were amazed by the field.  “Oh, sorry,  I forgot, you didn’t have PP fields back in 1964.  These will protect you in the worst crash,”

Nap said, “These would be great in planes.”  Forty backed the vehicle up a little then stopped.  The car slowly rotated 180 degrees and was pointed toward the street.  Forty looked back at Nap and Sally and said, “Cool?  I’ve seen movies of the 1960s.  Wasn’t that a popular expression back then?”

“It was.  But somehow I don’t think I’ll ever hear that expression again without picturing you rotating this car 180 degrees to get it pointed at the street,  No need for three point turns anymore.  Definitely cool.”

“Nap, you asked about aviation and these fields.  They’re required in all aerial transportation devices, for each person on the plane.  They run by a system separate from what powers the aerial craft.  Better than parachutes.  If there was a bomb onboard, the passengers would not be injured by the blast.  And if they fell out of the fuselage that was blown open they would not be injured when they hit the ground.  No inertia in these fields.  They’re required for each occupant of tall buildings to use in an emergency too.”

Nap was thinking about other applications of the fields like military, wondering if war was now obsolete with each soldier having a personal protective field around him that could protect him from anything, when Sally said, “Like...hair.”

Nap asked forty if he had dyed his hair light blue.

“My parents chose the color.  Genetically engineered, like a lot of other human traits.  Luckily I like it.”

Nap joked, “If someone’s mother had blue hair and their father had yellow hair, would the child have green hair?”  Forty was obviously thinking out the genetic computations in his mind.  Nap said, “I mean if you mix blue and yellow you get green.”

Forty, taking the question by Nap seriously said, “You know I’m not at all sure about that.  I don’t think anybody leaves hair color to genetic chance anymore; they just choose their child’s hair color.  I could check into it and let you know what the answer is.”

“Forty, do you have humor in 2115?  

I’ve never mastered the art of humor.  When I try to tell a joke people just look at me like I have two heads...both with light blue hair.”

Nap and Sally laughed.  “Yep,” said Nap, “There’s definitely humor in 2115.”

Forty pulled out onto Palmer Street and headed for the hospital.  Nap didn’t recall seeing any tires and there was no usual noise of tires rolling over pavement.  It was like nothing was touching the road.  He wondered why there was paving of some kind if the vehicle wasn’t actually touching the road.  Then he realized it must be so that no vegetation would grow on the road to interfere with a vehicle moving forward.  Or maybe it was to keep vehicles from going where they shouldn’t be, like over someone’s lawn.

“You could have ordered a self drive vehicle but you wouldn't be familiar with that and your iris scan wouldn't be in the system to charge it to your credits.  Hardly anyone bothers to get a license anymore.  Just have an automatic drive vehicle pick you up outside and it takes you where you want to go.  If there’s terrain between you and your destination or a longer distance you can call up an auto fly aircraft.  It’ll vertically land on your front lawn, pick you up, and vertically land you where you want to go.  There’s auto fly aircraft landing sites everywhere.”

Sally commented.  “Quiet.”  She meant the lack of noise from the car.

Oh, yeah.  I forgot.  Back in your time you used to drive vehicles that used engines that worked by burning petroleum distillates, right?”

Nap confirmed that then said, “Is it all gone?  Oil?”

“Got too expensive for the average person to use back around 50 years ago or so.  At first the rich still used it but then it just pretty much ran out.  For a while after that there were companies that produced synthetic fuel from coal and shale, but that was so expensive that once again only the rich could afford it.  Don’t even need it anymore.  Use of fossil fuels is pretty much obsolete.  I’ve seen pictures of some cities in your time with the layers of...what’s it called?”  Nap suggested that Forty might be referring to smog.  “Yeah, smog.  Pictures of Beijing.  Could only see the tallest buildings sticking up out of it.  Not now.  It was the first country to achieve a zero carbon footprint.  Now their air is clean as a ..whistle?  Was that your expression?”

Nap said it was, but suggested that he’d be interested in hearing Forty speak English 2115 style.  “Okay,” Forty said.  How about clean as a torson’s snout?”  He didn’t get any response from Nap or Sally.  “It’s a creature from an uninhabited moon at Proxima Centauri.”

Nap went “Ugh!  I think whistle will be just fine.”  

Nap could recognize many of the buildings that they drove by.  Some of the businesses were perennial.  There was a dentist, but the sign said E-D Dentistry.  There was a lawn service that advertised autonomous lawn mower leasing, some fast food places, one with a sign in the window, with a person on it sampling some kind of sandwich, with the person saying “I can’t believe it’s replicated.” There was even still a laundry, but the sign in the window said, “Best hypersound cleaner in the county”.  Those were somewhat familiar but a few others he had no idea what they were.  There was another E-D business, whatever E-D was.  He wondered what “E-D Imaging Center” might be.  Another seemed positively ominous, “Posthumous Services, Incorporated.”  In an office park, Nap noticed “Digital Law Services, LLC.”  Lawyers replaced by computers, he wondered.  A sign, stuck in the ground outside of a repair shop read “We repair replicators and anti-gravs.”

Nap asked what type of propulsion system the vehicle used.

“Newest generation E-D batteries.”

“E...D?” asked Sally.

“Uses an E-D generator to provide quantum storage of electricity.”  The driver got no comment, Nap and Sally obviously were letting him explain further.  “A conventional battery just stores as much electricity as can be put inside of it, but an E-D battery can store energy in a bubble of fourth-dimensional space, basically the fourth-dimensional extension of its three-dimensional self.  Hundreds of times the storage capacity for electricity.  E-D means extra dimensional, which means outside of the usual three dimensions that we can see.”

Nap said, “Gus Grissom spoke about a fourth dimension when we sent him back to the war.”

“You knew Gus Grissom?  America’s second astronaut?  Then you’d be interested in knowing that we have some colonies on planets that circle other stars.  One is Grissom Colony.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s okay to say it now, said Nap.  He was the first time traveler.  It was kept secret at the time.  Gus would be happy about a colony at another star being named after him.  He was a genuine hero, but a lot of people criticized him when his Mercury capsule sank after he accidentally prematurely blew a hatch open.”
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Nap requested that the driver stop at the bank, hoping that he wouldn't be told that banks no longer existed, and if they did, that his bank of the past was out of business.  The driver took them there and they found out that their account had grown to seven figures over the years.  They just both stood there in amazement when they were told the balance on their account.  Nap noticed a sign on the wall.  “Take your interest in ‘World Credits.’  Earn two points higher than with cash.”  Nap guessed that they were trying to push a World Credit system, rather than what remained of a cash economy.

Back in the car, Nap asked, “You wouldn't know if the medical condition MSA, Multiple System Atrophy, is curable now would you?”

“I don't even know what that is.  I never downloaded any medical skills.”

Nap assumed that Forty meant on a computer, some new computer term.

Forty continued, “I was told you'd be coming here for treatment.  I hope everything works out okay.  After you're checked in, you can easily contact me when you need to be picked up to go back to the lab.”

They arrived at the hospital.  The parking lot was surrounded by a type of tree that Nap didn’t recognize.  Forty told him that it was a ringlet tree, named after the spiral shaped seed pods that hung down like thousands of stretched out springs.  Nap remarked at the red color of the tree and asked if it was that color all year.  Forty answered, “A product of genetic engineering just like...”  With a sweeping flourish of one hand he directed attention to his hair color.

Nap asked how the tree could perform photosynthesis if it was red, not green.

“Doesn’t use photosynthesis.  It was developed in a colony on a planet around Barnard’s Star.  It takes its nutrition directly from the air.”

“Just a hypothetical question, Forty.  If genetic engineering is so common now, could there be by any chance an intelligent...say...a chimpanzee?”

“There are laws against genetically altering animals now.  But there are actually intelligent chimps, a colony in fact.  Caused by a random genetic mutation, a natural change.  It’s been known for a long time that all species are evolving toward intelligence, just at different rates.  Humans just got there first.  Now we respect all species, knowing that they may someday be our intellectual equals, as that colony of chimps now is.”  They remained in the car for a moment, wanting to continue the discussion, and not wanting to say bye for now to Forty just yet.

“But what do they do?  What can they do?  Do they build?”

“One of the best architects in the world right now is a chimpanzee.  Designed the Jane Goodall monument in Washington.  I wish you could see it.”  Nap was about to speak but Forty beat him to it, eager to tell a bit more about the chimpanzees.  “I think you might remember “Ham”?  Nap said that he did, the chimp that had been sent up in a Project Mercury capsule on a sub orbital flight before Shepard and then Grissom went on their sub orbital flights.

“Well, there was a big thing about, shouldn’t Ham be classified as America’s first astronaut.  There was actually a poll and it was decided that Ham should be considered the first American astronaut.  I’m remembering this because talking about that chimpanzee architect, he designed a monument at Goddard Space Flight Center in Houston to Ham.  The plaque reads, “Ham.  America’s first representative of an intelligent species to be launched into space.”  

Nap said that he wondered what Gus Grissom would have thought about that, then asked if chimps were limited in where they lived.

“No, they can do anything a person can do.  They mostly choose to remain in their area.  There were a lot of court battles over obtaining their rights.  Many cases.  They travel when necessary.  You might see one while you’re here in this time.”

“But, here’s the big thing.  Can they speak?  Don’t have vocal cords do they?”

“They still have a limited range of sounds that they can make, limited sound producing apparatus.  They can approximate many of the words we use, others they can’t manage.  They often use a speech synthesizer to communicate with humans, or they use their own language made up of the sounds they can make.  A translator device translates, using a speech synthesizer to speak to us and then back to them, since we are limited too, about making many of the sounds they can make.”

Nap was about to ask another question, fascinated at the thought of a colony of intelligent, civilized chimpanzees, when something happening over beyond the parking lot caught his attention. It was visible through the surrounding line of ringlet trees because of a road leading over to that spot.

A saucer-shaped craft came down vertically like a helicopter but landed silently.  A ramp shot out the side and medical personnel came out of the hospital with a gurney and took a patient into the Emergency Room.

“What the hell runs that thing,” Nap asked.

“Anti-gravity generators allow it to hover.”  He was going to say something like, ‘You should know.  After all it was your team or rather descendants of your team I guess that developed anti gravity.’  But he realized that since it must have been developed after the time that Nap had left Salem, after 1964, he shouldn’t say anything about its invention.  So instead of risking the timeline, he added instead,  “And it uses Earth's magnetic lines of force to move around.”

“Heli...”  Sally asked.  She couldn’t manage the whole word helicopters.  “Obso...lete?”

“No more petroleum, remember?”

The driver handed Nap something that resembled a credit card.  “Here's a phone.  Just push the red spot and follow the prompts.  My number is programmed into it.  Let me know when you need to be picked up.  The staff of the lab seemed to think maybe later today?”

Nap examined the card, the phone, shook his head and paraphrased Shakespeare.  “What brave new world is this that has such things in it?”

Nap and Sally shook hands with Forty, who seemed unfamiliar with the concept of shaking hands, but he accepted their shake.  They went inside.  “May I help you,” the receptionist said.  Her hair was purple.  Sally thought, More genetic engineering. It was worn in an attractive simple style, in contrast to the bold color, and she was wearing a light blue suit with blue flower-like shapes all over it.

“My wife needs to be checked in and receive treatment.  We don't have insurance in this time, but we've got a bank account set up that has increased considerably after all this time.”

“Ah, you're the time traveler that there are rumors about?” the receptionist asked.  “From the past, seeing that there's a ban on it since...I can’t remember the year.  You don’t need to pay anything for treatment.  The World Health Service handles it.”

“We’re from 1964.  Time travel was common?” he asked.

“Yeah, excursions, vacations.  It got out of hand.  People interfering with the past every day.  It got so that hundreds or thousands of people had a time craft.  They kept the time craft ready to go at a moment’s notice when something went wrong.  There were so many incursions to the timeline that time was beginning to get chaotic.  About every half hour or so there’d be a ripple in time caused by someone going back to change something that had happened. “  

Nap asked, “You mean like If somebody fell off of a chair and was hurt, someone in the family would run for the time machine, go back and change what had happened, avoiding the injury?”

The receptionist said, “Yeah, it got out of hand.  Too many doing it.  People were beginning to complain that something just didn’t seem right.  They couldn’t be sure but they had a vague memory of having maybe spent time doing something, and now it was gone and they had to start over.  Something like...Did you ever hear of the Mandela Effect?”  Nap and Sally shook their heads, fascinated at the same time by what they were being told.  “The Mandela Effect must have started happening after your time.  Excuse me referring to it as Your time.”

Nap replied that it was okay, that he knew that by this time on the actual timeline both of them would no longer be alive.

“The Mandela Effect was a phenomenon in which people had a strong memory that something had happened, were 100% sure that something had happened, and then they found out later that it had never happened.  It’s named after Nelson Mandela.  People swore that they had heard that he had died in prison, only later to find out that he was still alive.  Thousands had strong memories of his death, not just a few people.  There were numerous other examples of this phenomenon.  Nobody ever had any real theory about what was happening.  There were only guesses, like maybe parallel universes that we jumped back and forth between as each universe moved along some parallel timeline.  Anyway, people were complaining about the same thing with what they were doing.  Like for example, they’d have the strong feeling that they had just spent an hour working on something on their E-D comp but then they’d be staring at a blank form on their screen.”

Nap said, “So the time travel ban happened?”

The Time Council sent a mission back to before time travel was common, a time when there were only a few time machines, and they sent a message to the Time Council back then.  The Time Council got a ban on time travel put into effect, and it was passed and signed by the U. E. president.  Then, the time council people from the future came back here, and there was no problem again, no time ripples messing things up.

Nap asked, “U. E.?”

“United Earth.”

The receptionist shook her head in disbelief about the medical situation Nap and Sally had come from, then said, “But, in regards to paying for your treatment, in 1964 you had to handle payment for medical services yourself, right.  I can’t imagine that.  It must have been horrible, being sick and having to worry about paying the bills too.  Seems barbaric.  Didn’t they realize how profitable for the government a health service is?  All the extra demand for medical products, supplies, support personnel, more jobs for anyone who has anything to do with a hospital.  Tons of tax money for the government.”

“It was just in our country.  Most of the rest of the world had some form of national health service.  People were losing their home when they got sick.  But you don't have an issue with the fact that we traveled from the past?”

It's only travel from the present to the past that's banned.  We get occasional visitors from the past, from a time before there was any ban.  After the ban, people were forbidden from traveling in any direction in time, forward or back.  Only the government and military still have capability for time travel.”

“What does she need to do to get checked in?”

“Go over to that console over there and you'll be prompted to answer some questions.  Then we'll schedule you for a diagnostic session with Gregory.”

“A doctor?”

The receptionist smiled.  “Gregory's a computerized diagnostic database.  All the data is fed in, available patient history, test results, imaging, et cetera, and Gregory begins to work down from the millions and millions of diseases and conditions to a final diagnosis.  He'll occasionally stop and request some further input, or some further test, and then he continues to eliminate non-applicable differentials and finally arrives at a diagnosis.”  Nap noticed her name tag for the first time.  It read, “Cirrus Jones, Reception.”

Named after a type of cloud, Nap thought.  He wondered if anyone in this time was named Sue or Billy.

Nap thanked the receptionist and they filled out the questionnaire on the console.  They were told by the console’s voice to have a seat and the doctor would be with them shortly.  Nap joked, “I wonder if that still means three hours.”

The lettering above one door read, “Th Cabot Clinic.”

“e... again,” said Sally.

“Must be a way to save a bit of lettering maybe.”
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A few minutes later, a nurse came out and called, “LaBonte?”

Nap and Sally followed her to an exam room.  Nap would have classified her as closest to a red head, but he knew that in this time, her hair color was actually what it seemed, orange.

“I’m informed you’re from, what would it be, about 150 years in the past?”  

Sally looked over the nurse's outfit.  A light yellow with sort of cartoon-like drawings all over it of some cute little animal that Sally couldn't identify.  “Like...outfit,” she said.

“Oh. Thank you.  Cute aren't they?  Tarsils.  Too bad we can't have them for pets.  Not allowed.  Oh, you would have never seen them before would you?”  Sally shook her head.  “Brought here from Chaffee colony at Proxima.  Some got loose and thrived.  Luckily they're really friendly and peaceful.  They love people.”

Nap asked, “Why is it illegal to have them as pets?”

“Same as squirrels, raccoons, possums, armadillos.  The environmental law of, I guess it was 2080 or 90 something, defined what animals could be kept as pets and which ones had to left in the wild.  To preserve natural ecosystems they said.”

“She requested that Sally sit in a specific seat and she asked her to put her hands palm down on the arms of the chair.  She felt a slight tingle and gave the nurse an inquisitive look.  “It's taking your vitals, blood pressure, heart rate, pulse, pulse ox.”  She smiled.  “And it's taking your weight.”  She said the word weight very quietly.  It must have still been a sensitive topic in 2115.  She added, “And it even gives a urinalysis and a complete blood count without sticking you or requiring that you use a little paper cup.”  The nurse asked some questions which she  entered the answers to into something like a computer.

“Okay, the doctor will be sticking her head in here shortly and inviting you back to a consult room.  Check this out.  Here's something to tell your friends back 150 years ago.”

The nurse reached down to a small keypad on her belt and made a few entries on the keypad.  Nap and Sally stared in amazement as the nurse's uniform changed in color to a light green, and the tarsils disappeared.  “Now let's see,” said the nurse as she made more entries on the keypad on her waist.  New pictures appeared to replace the tarsils.  Another cute animal that Sally and Nap didn't recognize either, but that looked a bit like an extremely furry cat.  “Stapids,” said the nurse.  Resulted when they tried to genetically engineer cats so that they'd live more than the usual 15 to 20 years that the average cat lived.  Cute little fur balls aren't they?”

Nap was about to ask a question about a piece of equipment that he didn't recognize when the doctor opened the door.
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“Mr. And Mrs. LaBonte.  I'm Doctor Stellar Smith.  It's an honor to meet you.  I've heard about your exploits back in the 20th century.  Let's check you out.”  The doctor wasn't wearing an intimidating white lab coat.  She had on a suit or uniform that was white, but a blue 3 inch wide stripe ran across the front of each leg and across her torso.  The stripe was changing its hue.  Nap couldn't imagine how, but the stripes continually changed from a barely visible light blue, steadily darkening until it was a dark blue, then back to light blue again.  Sally found it incredibly relaxing, taking her mind off the fact that she was in a hospital about to be treated.  Nap wondered if the choice of changing color might have been intended to match her skin color, a pale light blue, barely noticeable, that Nap found pleasing, sort of like a much lighter color of a tropical sea.  No stethoscope hung around Doctor Stellar Smith’s neck.  The changing hues on the uniform and her skin color had captured Nap’s attention so much that he only now noticed that Dr. Smith’s hair was brilliant white.  She didn’t look very old so he figured that the white hair color wasn’t due to aging making  her hair turn white, but was genetically chosen for her, a white as bright as newly fallen snow on a sunny day.

Nap and Sally followed her to an exam room.

“Okay. Gregory's already got the initial history and vitals so let's see what he comes up with.”

Nap asked, “That name, Gregory, is there any significance?”

“I think it was maybe after the time you came here from, maybe sometime in the 1990s or early twenty-first century.  Not sure.  A holo...I mean a TV show,  It was about a doctor and his team who were diagnosticians.  Every week an episode would confront them with what they used to refer to as a zebra.”  She obviously thought an explanation was in order.  “Zebra, a nickname they used to use for a rare disease.  They'd sit around a table and discuss the possibilities, order tests, do research and finally this doctor, Gregory, would have some kind of inspiration or insight and come up with the diagnosis.  So the diagnostic database was named after him.”

Don't...doctors...?” Sally tried to ask a question.

Nap helped.  “I think she’s wondering if doctors diagnose any more.”

“Too many possibilities for overlooking something.  Gregory works his way through the many millions of possible diseases and conditions, leaves no stone unturned, and arrives at a final diagnosis and gives recommendations for treatment.”

Nap asked, “What if the disease has already been identified or is obvious?”

“We still let Gregory do his thing.  Along the way he may identify something that has nothing to do with the condition, some secondary problem that we might have missed.”

The doctor brushed back her hair unconsciously and Nap noticed that there was a device about the size of a nickel on her skin.  “That device on the side of your head?  Forgive me if I'm being nosy.  Let me know if I ask something inappropriate.”

“Data port.  We can learn a foreign language in about five minutes of downloading.  Fluent.  We can learn a profession in a slightly longer time.  I qualify as a doctor, an anesthesiologist, a nurse, a psychiatrist, and as a receptionist, hospital systems maintenance specialist, hundreds of professions.”

“School?” asked Sally.

More of a social thing now and for clubs and sports I'd say.”

Nap asked.  “If you’re programmed with doctor skills why did you program those other skills into your brain?”

“We do a rotation.  This month I’m a doctor, next month I'm scheduled to work in hospital systems maintenance, the month after that in accounting.  Since anyone can acquire any field of knowledge including the equivalent of decades of on the job experience in just a few minutes, it was ruled by law that jobs had to be interchanged. If a person downloads a medical degree, or an advanced science degree, he or she is also required, but this time at no charge, to download what are considered less advanced or less prestigious skills. Every employee of this hospital gets a chance to be a nurse or a doctor, or get some relief from that by doing a rotation in some other field, maybe food services for a month.”

“Does that bother you at all?” asked Nap.  “I mean having a probe going into your brain, permanently attached?”

“Oh, it only attaches to the surface.  No probe into the brain.  It's done trans-cranially.  I can remove it any time, but you get comfortable with it.  If I find myself in an unfamiliar situation I can communicate with a central database and download the skill necessary to deal with what I'm experiencing.”

Nap joked, “That would come in handy when I'm driving along and the engine quits.  Just download a mechanic's training and fix it.”
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