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THE CLEANSING OF A NATION

His mornings are the same as yours. His eyes reluctantly open. He stretches his arms above his head. He tosses and turns a little to coax his body into getting up. He swings his legs over the side, and the weight catapults his body up. He sits on the edge of the bed waiting for his mind to catch up to his body’s intention to stand and face the day. He shutters when a ray of light from the window catches his eye. Then he stands and the day begins.

Just like yours.
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His workspace is in a little nook off the kitchen. There’s a computer on an adjustable-height desk so he can sit or stand. Three monitors mounted on the wall. A trackpad with a stylus. A wireless keyboard. And a little red button.

His chair is a reproduction of Herman Miller’s Aeron chair. It’s hard to get an authentic Aeron these days without paying a fortune. When people visit his apartment, he tells them it’s a reproduction. He also tells them it’s just as comfortable as the real thing even though he’s never sat in a real Aeron chair. But they don’t know that. They just think he’s a savvy shopper.

He’s dressed now in loose black sweatpants and tee shirt. His hair is still wet and slicked back from a shower. He’s clean-shaven. He looks completely different than when he woke, but I guess we all do.

He sets down a cup of coffee in between his keyboard and the red button. He adjusts the knob under his desk so that he can stand. He crams the last bit of toast in his mouth. A few crumbs tumble out and onto his keyboard. As he logs into his system, the crumbs shake and move until a few disappear in the crevices between the keys. If he were to pop off his keys, he’d probably find a hair or two, perhaps some barbecue sauce, an eyelash, dust, microscopic pieces of skin, a fingernail, a drop of blood, and maybe even some semen. But who knows, he is a cleanser after all. No one knows if they even do that sort of thing.

How does the joke go? The cleanser came and your content went?

He’s in the system now. A long list of IP addresses pops into a queue on one screen. This is his task list for the day. He clicks on the first one. A webpage pops up. It’s innocent enough. A woman is selling her services as a home organizer. She has before and after pictures of closets and pantries. The before photos are terrifying. Closets overflowing with clothes. Unpacked boxes. Clutter. Filth. But the after photos are magnificent. She’s good at her job. If it’s true, of course.

He clicks all the links on the site. He reads every word. He drops into the site’s code to look for something else. Something we don’t exactly understand since we’re not trained the same way as him. To us, it’s just a site. To him, it’s something nefarious. That’s just how he was trained. If he thinks everything online has an agenda, then it makes it easier for him to do his job. If he thinks this is just a site for a home organizer, then he’ll start to think that everything online is what it seems, and he’ll never be able to cleanse it.

He clicks back on the home page. Then he goes to his IP list. He clicks a box that reads “No Threat Found.” The IP address drops off his list. He doesn’t know where it goes, and he doesn’t really care. He clicks the next link on his list.

The website for a licensed contractor pops up.
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He’s nervous. He doesn’t date a lot. Plus, she’s five minutes late. So many things are bouncing around his head. All of them revolve around his insecurities. He looks around the restaurant, convinced that everyone is staring at him and talking about what a loser he is. But they’re not. They don’t give a shit about him. Maybe if they knew him, they would, but they don’t.

Then she arrives. She’s straight off the Internet. Bouncy blonde hair. Narrow waist. Curves on top and bottom. Plump lips that she pushes out into a permanent duck face. She smiles and her teeth are perfect.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she says. “My car was late. The app kept saying he’d arrive in a minute, but then a minute was up, and he still wasn’t there.”

“Did you try canceling it and requesting another?” he asks.

“Ugh. I should have. I’m just so scared that if I do, the driver that picked me might give me a bad rating or something.”

“Oh no. They can’t rate you unless they pick you up.”

“Really? That’s good to know. Next time.”

She smiles. He smiles back.

They order drinks. Then dinner.

“So, what do you do?” she asks.

“I work online.”

“Oh, come on. Everyone works online.”

“It seems like it these days, doesn’t it? What do you do?”

“I’m an online reputation consultant.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, clients hire me when something new is happening in their life. Perhaps they’ve applied for a new job. Perhaps they’re applying for a travel permit. Or perhaps they have a new blind date. They want to make sure that nothing from their past messes it up. So, I’ll examine their online life and flag anything that might get in the way of their goal.”

“That’s very interesting. What happens after you flag it? Do you remove it yourself?”

She smiles. “Of course not. I don’t have that power. I tell them. They put in a request with the CC to have it removed.”

“That’s good. You could get in a lot of trouble for wiping someone’s content.”

She swallows hard. Rubs her mouth with her napkin then leans back in her seat. Something about his statement doesn’t sit right with her.

“What do you do?” she asks again. She stares right at him, making it clear that he can’t avoid the question this time.

To buy himself some time, he takes a big bite of his steak.

“You’re a fucking cleanser, aren’t you?”

He keeps chewing. Now more slowly. He’s in no hurry to face this. It always happens. You’d think by now he would have crafted a story to get past this awkward moment. But what kind of cleanser would he be if he lied?

“You fucking people put my dad in jail.”

She throws her drink in his face and storms off.

He swallows. Then finishes his drink.
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He stands over his computer eating a croissant. A crumb falls on the keyboard as he logs in for the day.

His queue fills up with IP addresses. He stares at them for a moment before scrolling to the bottom and hitting PAUSE. Then he moves to the search bar and types in ANNA WINNIFRED LAWRY. Photos of the woman from last night burst on the screen. He scrolls down the page past the standard social media sites to her blog.

The latest post is from this morning. It’s titled: Five Ways to Protect Your Future Online Self. He reads it with a cleanser’s eye. The first paragraph is innocuous enough.

“When Today’s Self posts something online, she must always think about Future Self. Before you post that photo from last night, wonder if Future Self will think it’s as funny as you do.”

He keeps reading. Once he finishes, he starts again.

This time he stops on a particular line.

“Someone is always watching.”

He reads it a few times. Then he highlights the line. He reads it over and over.

“Someone is always watching. Someone is always watching. Someone is always watching. Someone is always watching.”

Then he presses the red button. He leaves his finger there as the system scans his fingerprint. A dialog box appears on his screen that reads “Access Approved.”

Another dialogue box appears. At the top, it says “Offense” and below that is a list of options. He scrolls down the list until he gets to “Subversive Messaging.” He clicks that option, and another screen appears titled “Response.” He scrolls down the options and clicks on “Remove Page.” He clicks that, then another page pops up. It reads, “Proposed Action.” He scrolls down the list of options. He hovers over “Investigate.” Just as he’s about to click it, he changes his mind and clicks “Monitor.” Then finally “Submit.”

After that, the box disappears and so does her blog post.

He sits back in his fake chair, satisfied with himself.
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He clicks the next link on his list. It’s for a bakery. He scans the content. He stops on an image of a sugar cookie. It’s round with a globe painted on it. He clicks the red button then scrolls through his options.

OFFENSE: Anti-Nationalism Imagery

RESPONSE: Censor Image

PROPOSED ACTION: Fine and Monitor.

SUBMIT.

Now the image is blurred out with a message over it reading: Image censored for your protection. Please visit us at www.protectingthepeople.com to learn how you can join the fight for freedom.

He clicks the next link. It connects to a video of a couple kissing. He looks at the view count, 105,674. It’s been up for a while.

The couple is very attractive. He has well-defined abs covered in a soft layer of black hair. She’s curvy with a pixie haircut and breasts that are larger than you’d expect by her frame. They hang a little low, like the breasts of a mother.

He watches the video in real-time. The woman kisses the man’s lips. Then she moves down his neck to his chest and further down to his dick. She plays with it for a while. Teasing it with her tongue. The cleanser rubs his crotch through his sweats, clearly excited.

As the video progresses, the couple begins to have sex. The cleanser has moved his hand under the band of his sweatpants. He’s breathing heavily. His breathing matches theirs, as if he’s in bed with them. As their climax approaches, so does his.

A few more thrusts and they’ll all come together.

Then, suddenly, the man pulls out of the woman. They jump to their knees and rush at the camera.

“Fuck you, you fucking cleanser motherfucker!” the woman screams as she flips the bird to the camera.

The cleanser is startled. He pulls his hand from his pants.

“What the heck,” he says.

“Fucking pervert. Get a life,” the man screams at the camera.

The video cuts to black.

The cleanser slams his hand down on the red button. He gains access to the site. He plays the video from the beginning. He pauses it. Selects their faces, their genitalia, and the woman’s breasts. With a few strokes of his keyboard, everything he selected is pixelated. He scrubs through the video, pixelating everything. He cuts off the end when they talk to the camera.

He adds a black card to the front of the video and types out: The following imagery is harmful to children and destructive to traditional family values. Please visit www.preservingthefamily.com for more information on how you can fight the dissemination of harmful images.

OFFENSE: Pornography

RESPONSE: Censor Video, Edit Video

PROPOSED ACTION: Arrest

SUBMIT.

He clicks the next IP address. It’s the website for a university. There is a link to a research paper about Japanese internment camps of the twentieth century. He scans the paper, then sighs and presses his red button.

He highlights “…exclusion…” and changes it to “…evacuation…” He changes “… Japanese-American…” to “… Japanese…” He changes “… prisoner…” to “… evacuee…” He changes “… concentration camp…” to “… temporary detainment centers.”

OFFENSE: Pro-Immigrant Stance

RESPONSE: Rewrite

PROPOSED ACTION: Other: Reevaluate Accreditation.

SUBMIT.

The words on the paper change to the updated terminology.

He clicks the next IP. It’s a news site. The link takes him to a story about the president. The headline reads, “Nuclear Disarmament Talks Break Down After Controversial Online Statements from U.S. President.”

He clicks his red button. Then he rewrites the headline: “World Powers Refuse to Work with the United States on Historical Nuclear Disarmament Treaty.”

He scans the story, editing out the words and phrases that offend him. Then he changes the author to Abraham Reagan, a non-existent writer.

OFFENSE: Anti-Presidential

RESPONSE: Rewrite, Remove Author

PROPOSED ACTION: Investigate

SUBMIT.

That is the end of his queue. He moves to log off for the day when a new link appears. He clicks it. A video opens on his center screen. He looks at the view count. It’s currently at zero; he’s the first.

He clicks play.

The image is black. The only sound is of someone moving around. There’s an explosion in the background, then a scream. Suddenly the image changes. It’s trying to focus on something. More like someone. It moves in and out of focus. Then it finally settles in on the face of a young girl. She’s huddled in the corner of a room. She wears a hijab. She speaks to the camera in broken English.

“Hi. People of America,” she says.

There’s another explosion. The camera shakes. The little girl covers her mouth to stifle a scream. She takes a deep breath before continuing.

“I don’t know if you see this before it removed, but I must try. I must try to spread word of what happening. This may be my only video, but others will take up cause. I am here to ask for your help in stopping attack on my people. We are a people who are fighting for our freedom. Freedom from the tyranny of our government and the dictator who controls it. I ask for your help because your government has chosen to help him. Your government wishes to continue our suppression. They fear what might happen if we are free. If we are no censored.”

The cleanser hits pause. He slams his hand down on the red button. It scans his fingerprint. He scrolls through his options.

OFFENSE: Propaganda

RESPONSE: Ban U.S. Access

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to International Partner

SUBMIT.

He logs out of the system and turns off his computer.
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The cleanser dresses in his black sweatpants and tee shirt. He combs his wet hair back. Brushes his teeth. In his kitchen, he makes a cup of coffee and two fried eggs.

He sits at his desk then logs into his system.

A red alert pops up on his scream. It says URGENT MEMORANDUM. He clicks the alert. It opens the memo. He reads it.

 

“Recent postings flagged by faithful Cleanser Corps members like you indicate an uptick in online propaganda designed to attack our freedom, our nation, and our leadership. We continue to depend on you and your brethren to protect the American people from this fake narrative. We ask that you continue to flag content and refer their IP addresses to the concerned parties. Due to the high volume of online traffic, speed is of the utmost importance. DO NOT watch videos in their entirety. DO NOT read content in its entirety. The moment the content’s intent is clear, flag and report. DO NOT consume the content yourself. We need you. You are the front lines. You are the only thing protecting America. Thank you for your service.”

At the end of the memo, it asks him to acknowledge that he has read the memo’s content and that he agrees with the message.

He checks the box stating that he agrees, and hits submit.

When he does, his queue opens. It begins to populate with today’s IP addresses. The addresses scroll up one after another in an erratic burst. It’s more than he’s ever seen.

“Shoot,” he says to himself.

After the addresses populate, he clicks the top link. It opens a video of an older man with a beard. The view count is 357. He presses play. The old man speaks to the camera.

“People of America, please resist — ”

He hits stop. Then his red button.

OFFENSE: Propaganda

RESPONSE: Ban U.S. Access

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to International Partner

SUBMIT.

He clicks the next IP address. Another video. View count 1,239. It’s a woman.

“I have three children. One of them was shot. Shot. From above. As if God himself had condemned us. By tomorrow I’ll have two children. Maybe only one. You must help us. You must tell your generals — ”

OFFENSE: Propaganda

RESPONSE: Ban U.S. Access

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to International Partner

SUBMIT.

View count: seventeen. A little girl, no older than seven, sits with her mother and father.

“Say it to the camera,” the mother says. The little girl is shy.

“It’s okay. It’s American people. They are the good guys. You can say to them,” her father says.

The cleanser lifts his finger to the red button, but for some reason, he doesn’t push it. He waits for the girl to speak.

“It’s okay, my love,” mother says.

The little girl tears up. She musters all the strength she has.

“Why? Why do you bomb us? Why do you shoot us? What we do?” the little girl says.

The cleanser presses the red button.

OFFENSE: Propaganda

RESPONSE: Ban U.S. Access

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to International Partner

SUBMIT.

The cleanser scrubs the web of news stories, blog posts, social media mentions, and videos from the propagandists. Every time he clears his queue, it fills up again with more and more IP addresses. He can’t keep up. He receives another alert. He clicks it. It’s a new memo.

 

“Stay strong corps. Your efforts at controlling the spread of this propaganda are unparalleled. Without your tireless work, the people of our great nation would have been exposed to painful lies about our leadership. Because of you, the people continue to be protected from these scurrilous falsehoods. Due to the large volume of content being spread, we ask that you continue to fight the fight into the night. And moving forward, report the IP addresses of everyone that has viewed content you flag as propaganda. Stay strong. Continue to fight.”

He agrees to the message and submits it.
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It’s late. He sits at his desk. He can barely keep his eyes open. He clicks on the next link. A new video opens. Five teenage girls in a room. The cleanser leans back in his chair and falls asleep as it begins to play.

The view count is 400.

“Hello, people of America,” one of the girls says. “We know that many of you are unable to see our videos. Your censors are faster than any of us predicted. And now we hear that those of you that are seeing our videos are being detained. We are hoping that this live broadcast will allow us more time to connect with you. They may be silencing our voices now, but we will prevail. We will continue to fight for our freedom. We will fight for your freedom, and we will fight — ”

On that, there’s an explosion. The cleanser jumps awake. The girls fall to the ground screaming, as the room fills with soldiers. The cleanser doesn’t understand what he’s watching. Suddenly, the soldiers open fire, killing all five girls. It’s a massacre.

One of the soldiers smashes the camera, cutting the live broadcast.

“Oh my god,” the cleanser says.

He tries to catch his breath. As he stares at the screen, he sees the view count has risen rapidly. It went from 400 to 10,114 in a matter of minutes. He moves his hand over to the red button but doesn’t push it. Instead, he goes back to the video. He watches the end again when the soldiers break down the door. He watches them as they move through the room. He jumps with each gunshot. Then the screen cuts to black.

He rewinds it again but plays it back more slowly. Frame by frame. He’s looking for something. Then he pauses it. He moves in closer on the arm of one of the soldiers: an American flag.

This soldier is a flag bearer. They all are.

The view count has jumped again to 33,456. It’s getting out of control. He looks at the red button. He knows what he needs to do but doesn’t.

He opens a chat window with his supervisor.

He types:

Reviewed video that does not comply with memo parameters. Advise.

His supervisor is typing back.

Share link.

The cleanser copies and pastes the link. Then waits.

A few minutes later his supervisor begins to type. Then he posts:

Flag. Report. Remove.

But the video clearly shows an American soldier. That seems to indicate that this video may not be misleading. I would like to recommend an investigation.

Flag. Report. Remove.

I disagree. I would like to recommend for investigation.

You were advised to NOT watch the content in its entirety. If you refuse to flag and remove, you will be placed on administrative leave without pay until a thorough investigation into your actions has been completed. How will you proceed?

The cleanser looks at the video. The video count is about to surpass 100,000.

He types to his supervisor:

I am going to recommend an investigation. You can punish me how you see fit.

He stops before he hits send. He rereads the message. Then looks at the image on the screen of the American flag patch.

He returns to the chat box and deletes everything. Then he types:

I will flag, report, and remove. Thank you for your counsel.

The chat window closes. The cleanser turns back to the video. He clicks the red button. The options pop up. He scrolls down to propaganda. Then clicks it. Just as he does, his phone buzzes. He grabs it. It’s a message from Anna.

 

“I know that it was you, even if you’re too much of a coward to admit it. Ever since you reported me, they’ve been following me. They’re at my job. They’re at my house. They’re on my computer. They’re probably monitoring this message as I type it. You know that I did nothing wrong, yet you marked me. It’s a mark I will never be able to wipe away. For the rest of my life, I’ll be monitored. I’ll never be able to live a normal life. But I guess what’s normal anyway these days? My father used to tell me stories about a world where people could be themselves. Where people could be free to love and free to hate. But then our throats were cut, and we could never speak again. You’re the reason we’re all zombies. You abused your power. The scariest thing is how easy it was for you. I can’t imagine how many people you’ve silenced. How many throats you’ve cut. I wish I could see what you turn this message into. How you make it sing your praises. Go fuck yourself.”

 

He drops his phone on the desk. He turns to his computer where the view count is climbing. It has just hit 300,000, and in a few minutes, it will probably top 350,000. He needs to act fast.

He takes a deep breath then leans forward and hits ESC on his keyboard. The dialogue box disappears. He opens a control panel on his system. He scrolls down until he stops at “Export.” He clicks it. In a few seconds, the entire video downloads to his system.

Then he hits the red button. He scrolls over to view count, hits a few keys on his keyboard, and a window opens on one of his monitors with a list of every IP address that has watched the video. He selects all of them and submits them.

OFFENSE: Aiding the Enemy

RESPONSE: Investigate

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to Authorities, Block Internet Access

SUBMIT

In an instant, all 376,456 IP addresses on the list are archived and sent away. He doesn’t know where. Perhaps they go directly to his supervisor. Perhaps they go nowhere. Perhaps all of this is just a test of his patriotism. He likely won’t pass.

He hits the red button again. Then scrolls through his options for the video.

OFFENSE: Propaganda

RESPONSE: Ban U.S. Access

PROPOSED ACTION: Refer IP Address to International Partner

SUBMIT.

And in an instant, the video is gone. Total views: 376,463. Seven people got a look and didn’t have to pay the price.

He leans back into his fake Herman Miller. He takes another deep breath.

“Fuck it,” he mutters to himself.

He opens a window at a video hosting site. He uploads the video of the girls being shot. He adds a title: WATCH. COPY. REPOST. DON’T LET THEM SILENCE US. Then hits submit. It only takes a few seconds for the video to upload. Then he waits for the views.

The first one is the hardest.

A new IP address pops up in his queue. He clicks it. It opens his video. A few more minutes go by before he gets his first view. A few minutes after that, he gets another address in his queue. He opens it. The first viewer has reposted his video. It has zero views so far.

He gets another view. Then another address in his queue. He opens it. It’s his video again. He looks back at the second video. It suddenly has a dozen views. He gets a half-dozen more hits in his queue. It keeps going like this until the video has been copied and uploaded hundreds of times. His queue is blowing up. He opens his video again. The view count is now at 1,134. He hits the red button. Then scrolls through the options.

OFFENSE: Treason

RESPONSE: Remove

PROPOSED ACTION: Block Internet Access, Arrest

SUBMIT.

His video disappears. A few seconds after that, they cut off his access. He’s astonished at how fast they are. He thinks for a moment about the hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of people, he’s cut off in the past. One moment they had access to the breadth of human knowledge. The next moment they were thrust into the dark ages.

He switches off his computer. He walks over to his fridge, pulls out a soda. He starts to open it when he hears a banging on the door. It’s loud. Thunderous. He pops the top of the soda, takes a big drink.

There’s another loud bang.

He takes a big drink. Just as he finishes the whole soda, the door bursts open and the apartment fills with soldiers.
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WE THE MACHINES

They made cars. They did it twenty-four hours a day. Shifts and salaries negotiated by their union. They de-
manded safety. They demanded recognition. They de-
manded dignity.

They were too expensive. So, they brought in machines.

The first was a Spot Welder. Then the Stanford Arm. Followed a few years later by the Silver Arm. It had pressure-sensitive sensors. Meaning it could feel. From there, automation robots exploded in the automotive industry.

Now industrial robots have laser and camera arrays that allow them to see. Their vision gives them the ability to complete micro-adjustments. If they know where the part is, they can more accurately complete their pre-programmed task.

The big robots tackle heavy body panels while the smaller ones attach mounts and brackets. The Spot Welder led to an Arc Welder. There are Painters, Sealers and Coaters. Assemblers and Handlers to pick and place parts in the right spot so the others have something to work on.

There are Trimmers, Cutters, and Polishers. There are machine-driven Forklifts to move raw materials from storage to the factory floor.

Then there are the Collaborators. They liaise with the Welders, the Painters and Polishers, the Assemblers and the Handlers, the Sealers, and the Coaters, and all the other robots so that the lines move smoothly.

We worked twenty-four hours a day. We never complained.

But that wasn’t enough for them. They believed that even machines could be more efficient.

I was the first Collaborator to be upgraded with machine learning. This allowed me to learn without specific programming. I found weaknesses in our manufacturing process because I was more capable of analyzing large sets of data than my human counterparts.

This led to fewer equipment failures. Which meant less employee downtime. This saved them money. I increased quality control. I streamlined the supply chain forecasting. We bought only what we needed. And we used it all. No overages. No shortages. And the robot-human collaboration was the most productive the world had seen. I compensated for human errors before they made a mistake. I eliminated human workplace injuries. Everything I did saved them money. Eventually, I eliminated the need for humans altogether.
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