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      Zoe had never been in a room that could be described as dazzling, dizzying, and devoid all at once. But the ART clinic ticked all those boxes. Everything gleamed with a flashy new brightness, without having a hint of character. Even the receptionist drone at the desk had cold square eyes, and a surface that was neither round nor square, as if having a distinct shape might make it offensive to look at. Maybe it was to put patients at ease—to make them feel like they were less inadequate. Though, even with its dead eyes and its disjointed movements, and the way it looked everywhere and nowhere in particular, with a smile lit up a permanent blue, the drone was still the most interesting presence in the waiting room.

      In the half hour Zoe had been waiting, she’d ripped her appointment ticket into so many pieces that the number was barely visible. Why they even had a numbering system when she was the only person here, she had no idea. Her ticket read 712, while the floating number above the desk inexplicably read 700.

      Another ten minutes ticked by. “Excuse me.” Zoe walked up to the desk. “How much longer will it be?”

      The drone bleeped before speaking in a soothing voice, turning slightly so that Zoe could see the silver letters ‘ART’ etched on its underside. “I apologise for the delay, but we’re experiencing a particularly busy period. Please remain seated.”

      She glanced behind and sucked in a breath. It echoed in the empty space. “Right. Fine.” She returned to her seat.

      Not even ten seconds later, the counter sped to 712, and the drone floated over. “Welcome to AltRealTech,” it trilled. “Where helping you find your perfect alternative experience is an ART. Please follow me for your appointment with one of our technicians.”

      The drone led her past walls of screens showing unrealistically happy people running with dogs, pushing children on swings, jumping off cliffs into ice blue water below, or lounging on a tropical beach somewhere, all with smiles that made them look slightly deranged. Was this the alternative life she was destined for? Sound effects of waterfalls and raindrops and a soothing piano melody poured out from the speakers. There was even a warm breeze that smelt faintly of pine needles—unless the air conditioning was just broken.

      The drone eventually stopped at a door, scanned its “eyes” on the screen, then hung back as it opened. “Thank you for choosing AltRealTech. I hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”

      In the bright room, Zoe was greeted by a real-life human being who held out her hand. “Welcome, welcome, sorry for the wait, it’s been a very hectic day!”

      “No problem at all,” Zoe said as she shuffled in, eyeing up the giant plastic chairs and white chaise longue next to the desk. The woman was dressed in a white suit and white heels so that she almost blended into her surroundings. Her hair was tied up in a tight bun making her features look sharp, cheekbones high and lightly emphasised with pink blush. Zoe immediately felt inadequate.

      “Thank you for understanding,” the woman said. “Now please sit and make yourself comfortable. Can I get you a water, tea, coffee, juice?”

      Caffeine probably wasn’t the best idea—Zoe was jittery as it was and already starting to regret coming here. She fiddled with her sleeves and didn’t meet the woman’s gaze. “Water would be great.” She sat on the edge of the chaise longue, instantly regretted it as it almost swallowed her in its softness, and moved instead to the plastic chairs which were cold and hard. That suited her better.

      The technician reached into a mini-fridge by her desk and pulled out a ready-poured glass with cucumber and mint leaves. She handed it over. Zoe took a tiny sip out of politeness then put it down. Cucumber contaminated everything it touched.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Zoe. I’m ART Technician Hart,” she said in a sing-song voice, with a smile that could cut steel. “But you can call me Kate. Shall we get started?” She opened her tablet where a picture of Zoe’s face gazed out, next to a long script of information from the application she’d filled out the week before. “Now, I’m delighted to confirm that from the data we’ve been able to gather, you’re eligible for the full AltRealTech experience. I’m sure this will be great news for you.”

      “Great, yes.”

      “Before we proceed, I need to go through some information so you understand the unique elements of this experience. Does that sound okay?”

      Zoe waved for her to continue, hand reaching instinctively for the water before remembering the cucumber. Her throat would just have to remain dry.

      “Excellent.” Kate opened another file on her tablet and began to read from it. “Firstly, you probably understand how ART works, but let’s just go over the basics. We track and analyse your personal data chip, including, but not limited to, location monitoring, regular hobbies, and prior communications. With this we can create a personalised therapeutic experience designed to explore some of your biggest ‘what if?’ questions from your life.”

      Kate looked up, a glimmer in her eyes. Was she genuinely as enthusiastic as she looked? Zoe wondered if she’d ever used the simulation herself. Maybe it had helped her to be this way.

      Kate continued. “No question is too small for our algorithms. Through the data gathered on your personal life journey,”—this she said in a soft, lilting tone—“AltRealTech will give you the opportunity to enter into a simulated version of what might have been. We hope the process will help you gain clarity and direction for your current life choices, while offering new perspectives and options on your next steps. How does that sound?”

      Zoe forced a smile, though a part of her was still sceptical of what it would show her. Abi had raved about it; told her it would help get her out of her slump and push her to make riskier choices once she found out what sort of life she could be missing. A way to see that things wouldn’t be so bad if she just put herself out there.

      “So that next time you have a choice to make, you’ll have the confidence to make the best one,” Abi had said in her most saccharine voice that always made a half-insult sound like a compliment; the not-so-subtle implication that most of Zoe’s choices up to this point hadn’t been great. To be fair, she wasn’t exactly wrong. Zoe was stuck in an office job she hated, with few prospects, no relationship to speak of, and basically no hobbies. At this point, she was ready to try anything.

      “That all sounds. . . good,” Zoe said.

      “Wonderful,” Kate beamed. “We just need to cover a few technical things,” she handed Zoe the tablet so she could read while she dictated. “For legal reasons, I have to read this out to you.” She cleared her throat. “Item one. All questions submitted to ART must be linear and plausible, and should not be based on purely hypothetical scenarios”—Kate paused and went a bit freestyle—“For example, you may not ask ‘what if I had dated Ryan Reynolds?’ unless you happen to know him or spent a lot of time in Canada where you might have crossed paths.”

      She looked at Zoe to confirm, either that she had understood, or she had not, in fact, been to Canada in search of Ryan Reynolds or any other famous Ryan for that matter. Zoe shook her head on both counts. “No Ryan Reynolds in my future, got it.”

      Kate laughed in a stiff sort of way. “Though you never know where the ‘what if’ you ask will lead,” Kate added. “The simulation may surprise you with the familiar or entirely new. A whole alternative world to discover! Anyway, I digress. Item two: ART limits simulation interactions to four hours per day with a four-session limit per week, to reduce the potential for negative side effects. Which leads me to item three: ART holds no responsibility for any aftereffects experienced, such as confusion, fatigue, migraines, and in some cases, depression, and paranoia. Your file says you have experienced anxiety in the past and data analysis confirms that—is this correct?”

      Zoe found her hand jumping to the little medicinal spray she carried in her pocket to help her sleep, and for occasional day-to-day use. She nodded. “Yes, will that be a problem?”

      “No, no, that’s quite alright. We’ll ease you in with short sessions. We understand some people come to AltRealTech as part of a therapeutic journey into their sense of identity and self.” She smiled in what looked annoyingly like pity, and Zoe clenched her fists on her lap. She was getting very close to standing up and walking away. She could just tell Abi that it hadn’t worked for her, that it wasn’t her thing—but it had been a kind gesture of her to give her a voucher for the first round of sessions (even if she did get a referral bonus). And Zoe had promised her she’d try harder. She imagined she wasn’t the easiest flatmate to live with in her current state of everything-is-shit and what-is-the-point mentality.

      “Is everything okay?” Kate asked, her gaze moving between Zoe’s clenched hands and the tablet in front of her.

      “Yes,” Zoe said. “I was just thinking about how excited I am for the experience.”

      “Great.” Kate beamed, staring at Zoe for a few long seconds, then she looked back down at her tablet. “Now, where were we? Yes, our final item, and perhaps an important one for expectation setting. Item Four: While we pride ourselves on greatest market provision, we cannot guarantee full data analysis accuracy, and are unable to offer refunds should alternative experiences not live up to expectations. Do you have any questions?”

      “How does it work exactly?”
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        * * *

      

      Kate brought Zoe to an adjacent room with a chair in the centre that gave her instant dentist flashbacks. At least there’d be no pulling teeth here. Kate handed her a heavy white coat with strings around it that looked like it would barely cover her thighs. “When you’re ready, lie down on the plinth here. You can set your bag and phone in that box over there. And please turn off all electronics.”
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