To Breathe Clean Air


By Geoff Scaplehorn





The streets bustled, and Tony bustled with them. 


	Ten to nine in the morning, and Tony was on his way to work. This part of the day - coupled with five o’clock, when he walked home - was his least favourite. He preferred the silence of work and the solitude of home. He was not alone in this; everyone he walked past swerved to avoid accidentally brushing his arm or waited patiently for space to travel unhindered by other pedestrians. 


	London, 2054.





*	*	*





“I met my wife yesterday.”


	“Hmm.”


	“Tony, I met my wife.”


	Tony looked up at Elton. 


	“I met my wife yesterday too,” he said, “So what?”


	“I actually met her. In the original sense of the word.”


	Now Tony leant back in his chair.


	“What are you getting at?”


	Elton found a chair and pulled it round to Tony’s desk. He sat down and rested his elbows on his knees.


	“I drove to Sheffield,” he said, “and saw my wife. For real.”


	Tony shook his head.


	“Why’d you go and do a thing like that?”


	“I wanted to see if she was real,” Elton said, “I wanted to see if she looked like her glyph, and I wanted to... you know, touch her.”


	“Of course she’s real. And she couldn’t change her glyph that much. The authorities wouldn’t let her do that.”


	“I know.”


	“And touch her? Is your tank broken?”


	“No.”


	“Maybe you should upgrade. Get a better tank. One with finer tactile capabilities.”


	“There’s nothing wrong with my tank, Tony.”


	“Then why go?”


	“I wanted to know if she felt the same in real life.”


	“You’re full of it,” Tony said, “There’s no difference.”


	Elton sat up straight. Without warning, he thrust a hand forward and grasped Tony’s wrist. Tony squirmed and tried to pull back, but Elton merely tightened his grip.


	“Let go!” Tony hissed.


	“It’s different,” Elton said, his eyes wide, “It should be the same, but there’s something else... I don’t know what it is. No submersion tank can fully replicate that.”


	Finally Elton released Tony’s arm. Tony drew his hand back fast and stared at the man in front of him.


	“It’s warmer somehow,” Elton continued, “and seems to... I don’t know. Mean more. When we made love-”


	“You had sex?” Tony interrupted, startled, “With your wife?”


	“Yes. Yes I did.”


	“But the tank replicates your senses exactly. You’ve had v-sex before. With your wife, presumably. There couldn’t be any difference.”


	“But there is, Tony. There really is.”





*	*	*





Tony walked home after work and closed the front door with his usual sigh of relief. Too many people outside, all scurrying to their houses in fear of physical contact or - worse - an actual conversation. 


	As Tony entered the small living room, the lights came on automatically. The room was spartan, containing only a small table and chair, while one corner was home to the bulky black cube of the submersion tank. A warmed up pizza sat waiting in the oven in the kitchenette, timed to be ready the minute Tony returned. Theoretically, the submersion tank could provide all the nutrition his body required, but Tony - like most other people - found that he was never fully sated by this method. No, actual cooked food was still the way forward for most of the population. 


	Tony ate in silence, as he always did.





*	*	*





Submersion tanks started out by replacing the Internet Chat Rooms of the late twentieth century. Instead of conversations carried out by basic text, the tanks allowed fully recreated ‘glyphs’ - 3D representations of the users - to interact realistically without compromising the users’ feelings of personal space and etiquette. 


	Early tanks were - as with all new technologies - basic and expensive. They were also dangerous; several early pioneers died of malnutrition after prolonged usage, and there were cases of suffocation after tanks malfunctioned and refused to open. 


	Thirty years later, however, and the tanks had become a part of everyday life. Most people conducted their entire social lives through the WorldNet the tanks linked into, and - like the telephone and television before them - the tanks had become considered to be essential to everyday living. A basic tank now cost no more than a second hand car, and the software was cheap and easily upgradable. 


	Eventually, the desire for solitude found for decades in the big cities became a reality. No longer were people forced to interact socially. People only ventured outside twice a day; once on the way to work, and once on the way back. The tank meant that the only true contact most people had with others was in the workplace. For several years companies toyed with employees working from home, from the isolated havens of the tanks, but antipathy won out against the virtual workspace. People couldn’t bring themselves to work in the tanks. Tanks were a virtual heaven on earth, and no one expected to have to sweat in paradise. Spurred by flagging work rates, the offices returned to life, albeit quieter, with only the minimum of gossip required to run successfully.


	It was only a year before the tanks, following the examples set by books, television and the Internet, began to be used for sex. What began as a few WorldNet rooms devoted to v-sex quickly mushroomed into a legitimate part of life. By 2041, most marriages were entirely virtual. 





*	*	*





“I want to have a baby.”


	The woman looked at Tony. She was pretty and - Tony was pleased to note - almost extravagantly buxom. The WorldNet governing body had long ago been forced to decree that, for the sake of marriage, the glyphs should at least be based somewhere in the real physical image. Tony’s wife - Annette - was undoubtedly female, and probably was nicely endowed, even if it wasn’t to the exact specification shown here.


	“Really?” Tony said, “Do you think we’re ready?”


	“We’ve been married two years,” Annette replied, “and you were promoted last month. If we’re not ready now, we never will be.”


	“I love you. You know that.”


	“I know. I love you. What do you reckon?”


	“Why not.”


	Annette’s glyph grinned and rolled back on top of Tony’s. They were both naked and lying in Tony’s personal WorldNet room; a veritable Love Suite complete with silk sheeted four poster bed. 


	Back in the submersion tank, Tony’s nervous system lit up at the sensation of Annette’s weight. His body was lying suspended in viscous blue gel, his mind connected to the WorldNet by tiny electrodes boring into his frontal lobes. Four of his five senses were stimulated directly through these tiny wires; the fifth - touch - was affected by the gel around him, which hardened according to his virtual surroundings. 


	What Annette was proposing consisted of a masterplan of social engineering. The act of sex would actually occur, within the virtual environment. Tony’s discharge would be carried up through the gel to a little-used enclosure of the tank, where it would be frozen into suspended animation. At his leisure, Tony would remove the capsule and deliver it to his local Fertility Clinic, who would then have it sent to their office in central Bristol. Annette would pick up the deposit and insert it into her own submersion tank. The act of love would then be repeated - a perk to the minds of the tank designers - and Annette would be impregnated. 


	In the early days of virtual marriages, the only complication to arise was that of parenting the child. Fathers, long neglected as viable single parents by short-sighted cod-feminist critics, protested at not being able to see their child after it was born, at not being a part of their spawn’s upbringing. The answer was not long in coming: the first tanklet was created. Essentially a smaller tank, the tanklet was intended to hold the child until it was old enough to go to school. Parents could raise the virtual child in the same environment they were used to meeting each other in. Traditionally, the tanklet resided at the mother’s home, although many fathers had opted to keep their children, especially in multiple child families. 


	Tony was more than happy to let Annette keep the child at her place. What he was unhappy with concerned the actual process of conception. 


	“Why do we have to do it like this?” he asked.


	“What’s the problem?” Annette asked, her glyph holding the virtual sheets up over its ample bosom, “Don’t you trust the clinics?”


	“Of course I trust the clinics. It’s just... it seems like a lot of palaver.”


	“Why?”


	“I want to meet you.”


	Without even a flicker of pyrotechnics, Annette’s glyph disappeared.





*	*	*





Light seeped back into Tony’s eyes as the tank lid slid open. As the gel subsided down into the tank’s base, not leaving even a trace stuck to Tony’s skin, he pulled the tape holding the wires away from his forehead. Pulling himself into a sitting position, Tony began to cry. 


	Why had he said he wanted to meet her? After two long years of happy marriage, why had he gone and screwed it all up on a whim?


	Because he believed Elton was right. 


	While he had made virtual love to his wife, Tony had been thinking about what Elton had said. About it all not being really real. About the desire to actually touch his wife - for real, not such as part of an elaborate computer program. Tony had realised that he could never be truely sure of what his wife looked like, and that his wife definitely didn’t know what he looked like. She had the basic gist, but Tony’s glyph - like many others occupied by men his age - boasted an expanded chest, a thick head of beautifully glossy hair, not to mention numerous other minor altercations. The idea of Tony was there, but not necessarily the reality. 


	He wanted to hold Annette. He wanted to find out if her hair really did smell that way, if the way she drew breath when he brushed a hand over the nape of her neck was a natural reaction or a virtual addition. 


	It wasn’t that meeting Annette was in any way illegal; no government had yet been able to ban two people meeting in a social fashion. But the idea was frowned upon. The government took the line that every person using a tank meant one less potential mugger or rapist or murderer. Crime rates had dropped as tank usage increased. Most crime now took the form of hacking, and the WorldNet’s encryption software was being tightened every day. 


	No. Annette didn’t want to meet Tony because - like him - she was afraid of who she might be married to.





*	*	*





Tony went to work as usual the next day. And then he finished work and walked home. To and fro, he looked in the faces of the passers-by. Real faces, controlled by real minds. Real people, unaltered by any technical jiggerpokery. 


	Tony went to work again the day after. He buried himself under a pile of backlogged administration to avoid unwanted conversation. 


	In the evening, Tony resolutely refused to get back into the tank. For the first time in years, he sat on his bed in his bare bedroom and read a book. 


	Tony hated himself. He hated the solitude he had thrust himself into. He hated Elton for putting ideas into his head, and he hated Annette for ultimately rejecting him. But he quite liked the book. 





*	*	*





Four days after he’d shocked Annette, Tony felt ready to venture back into his tank. He plugged himself in, closed the lid and found himself back in his virtual room. 


	Annette was sitting crosslegged on the bed, wrapped in a glistening sari. Her face was set in a dour frown, and it was a long moment before she looked up at Tony.


	“I want a divorce,” she said. 


	“I understand,” he replied.


	“We had something special. We had... love. But you had to ask for more.”


	“I was foolish.”


	“I can’t be married to you knowing that you want... what you want.”


	“I guess not.”


	“So we’re fine? We can divorce?”


	“If you want.”


	“Good.”


	“But one condition.”


	Annette’s glyph shut its eyes. 


	“Don’t do this,” she said.


	“Just once,” Tony said, sitting on the bed next to her, “I want to see you with my own eyes. For the first - and last - time.”


	“Why?”


	“And then that’s it. If you say so, I’ll leave after ten minutes and you’ll never hear from me again - real or virtual. You can move on and find someone more normal, if you just allow me this one... indecency.”


	“We’re not having sex.”


	“I don’t want sex. I just want to see you, and hold you. And then I’ll go.”


	Annette sat still for a moment, staring at the scarlet walls. 


	“I’ll regret this,” she said finally, “but okay. Let’s do it.”





*	*	*





It had been so long since Tony had driven anywhere that it took him five attempts to start the car, and he clipped the front on the wall at the bottom of the carpark. Ever since the population had taken to the virtual way of life, the automotive industries had given up trying to revolutionise cars. Tony’s car, like most of the few remaining on the derelict roads, was older than he was. 


	He drove out of London, along abandoned streets devoid of any other traffic. He pulled out onto the M4 and headed past an empty Heathrow airport, long abandoned in favour of a smaller site with a cheaper upkeep. He drove the hour and a half journey to Bristol on a barren six lane motorway.





*	*	*





Outside the door to Annette’s flat, and Tony was shaking. The flowers he held in his hand rustled quietly with the movement. He had bought them on a whim, and was vaguely regreting it.


	He rang the bell. 


	He rang the bell again.


	On the third ring, the door opened. 


	“You’re here,” said Annette, and let him in. 


	The flat was more or less identical to his own, albeit with slight variations in geography. Sitting in the corner of the living room was the submersion tank, its lid open. 


	“I was in there,” Annette said, “I didn’t think you’d come. I thought you’d meet me on the WorldNet.”


	Tony nodded.


	“You look like your glyph,” Annette said.


	So did she, Tony thought. All the features were basically the same. The dark brown hair. The mole to the left of her lips. Add maybe a stone to Annette’s glyph and shave a couple of cup sizes from her breasts and you had the real Annette. 


	“Sort of, anyway,” Annette finished, an embarrassed smile forming on one corner of her mouth. 


	Tony nodded again. Finally, he found his voice.


	“These are for you,” he said, profferring the flowers.


	“Beautiful,” Annette said, “but I don’t have a vase.”


	“Doesn’t matter. They’ll die in a couple of days. Not like the ones in your WorldNet room.”


	“Guess not.”


	They stood at stared at each other. 


	“Can I-” said Tony.


	“If you want.”


	Tony stepped forward and took hold of Annette, put one arm round her shoulders, the other tentatively round her waist. Slowly, he moved his body so that he touched hers. Annette rested her head on his shoulder, and Tony could detect a faint strawberry odour, almost identical to that of her glyph.


	Almost identical.


	“It could never work,” Annette said, “Could it?”


	“I don’t know,” said Tony, “I don’t know.”





