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The scalpel made its first incision along the shaved portion of the back of the head, making a neat red line which looked as though the patient had been drawn on with a red Biro pen. The surgeon then widened the cut and the thick, dark red blood began to ooze out more rapidly. Pinning the skin open, the next stage involved what seemed like a miniature rotating saw which the surgeon used to cut a small slit through the patient's skull. Small fragments of bone flew into the air like the wood shavings that fly up when sawing up a piece of timber. After a minute or so of sawing the surgeon was satisfied that the slit was wide enough to complete the operation.

'Chip please,' the surgeon instructed one of the assistants, who then held open a small sterile plastic box containing a single silicon chip, mounted in foam. The surgeon removed the chip with tweezers which twinkled in the light and then carefully inserted it into the slit in the female patient's skull, making sure that the single edge that was pink was facing inwards. The soft rosy-coloured portion was a kind of a membrane that bridged the gap between electronic and organic matter. Once inserted into the skull of the patient, the warm moist nature of the brain would cause this edge of the chip to grow, frond-like, attaching the chip to the grey matter, until the two were one connected entity, a perfect synthesis of digital and cranial matter. This new technology was simply a marvel, thought the surgeon, who viewed it as a thing of beauty that the chips simply became part of the person, just as a transplanted organ does.

'Filling please,' instructed the surgeon. Another sterile plastic box was opened by the assistant. Inside this one was a malleable strip of something which looked a bit like rubber. The surgeon again removed it with the tweezers and used it to plug the gap in the patent's skull. This was another marvel of technology, for the material would expand a little to fill the letterbox-like slit perfectly and then it would solidify, just as a dental filling does.

All that needed to be done now, was to stitch together the skin. Within a few weeks the patient's hair would grow back and nobody would even know that she had been modified. As the doctor prepared to start stitching, the body began to twitch beneath the cover. The girl's face was resting downward in a circular support, a bit like a miniature toilet seat but soft to prevent discomfort. The anaesthetist registered a look of alarm above her surgical mask but it was too late.

Donna Redburn's vision began to clear. She could see the floor and the base of the surgical bed. Was this it – the operation that she'd been dreading all that time? She couldn't feel any pain but surely this wasn't right?

Her body convulsed and the anaesthetist now had a syringe in her hand.

The girl murmured, 'No, no, no,' with her voice gradually becoming clearer as the mental haze lifted, 'I don't want it. Please no!'

The anaesthetist grabbed the girl's arm forcefully, ready to insert the needle, but in the panic of having a semi-conscious patient on the operating table, she dropped the arm and it flopped down over the side of the bed.

Through the head-rest Donna could see her hand, swaying in and out of her circle of vision, but it looked odd. Since when did she have only four digits on her hand?

Her brain was still slightly foggy and she had to concentrate to focus on the hand as it swung limply beneath the table. There was definitely a finger missing, but was this a perception issue, perhaps caused by the insertion of the silicon chip into her brain? She began to question her own sanity. 'Perhaps I've always been missing a finger, but only now that the chip is in I can see it.' The thumb was obviously there as usual, as was the little finger. She wiggled the two in between and they both felt completely natural. Her brain was a muddle.

'Hold on,' she thought, 'I'm on an operating table. I should be unconscious. This must be a dream.'

'Hey,' she called out, her mind suddenly sharpening up, 'The game's up. I know this is a dream. None of you are real. You are all just figments of my imagination. I'll wake up in a moment and you'll all be gone.'

Dreams always have a clue in them, so it's a wonder that we don't realise that we are dreaming more often. There is always something just a bit too 'far out' to be real, but how often do we spot it and call time on the dream?

'OK,' chirped Donna, addressing the floor rather than the surgeon, 'You can put those stitches in. Then at least I can get off this table and wait until the dream ends in comfort.'
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Donna stirred in her bed at home and awoke with a jolt.

'A missing finger,' she thought to herself, 'What a give-away,' but no matter what thoughts she tried to entertain, she could not get the fear of this operation out of her mind. It was there 24/7, like a rough stone in the back of her head, and if she actually enjoyed herself no matter where she was, at school, at home or just out around her home town of Brenchley, the thought would quickly give her a stab, to remind her that the operation was an immutable fact. It was going to happen. It was the law.

'The law is the law and it's got to be done,' thought Donna to herself sarcastically. She recalled her anger at finding out about the operation from her school friends almost three years ago when she was fifteen.

The group of girls stood next to an old air raid shelter which was in a corner of the school grounds. Some of the girls were smoking, but Donna abstained, determined not to succumb to peer pressure and gamble with a possible lifetime of addiction to those small sticks of nicotine. 'It's just another way for the government to get money out of people,' she thought, but she never communicated this to her friends who would no doubt ridicule her surprisingly mature approach to the matter.

Stephanie, who was a bit of rebel, turned to Donna and said, 'So what do you think of this new law about the chips in our brains. We'll be the guinea pigs, right?'

Donna tended to avoid watching the news. She found it boring. I mean how much relentless killing did you need to see to realise that humans were just a useless species when it came to compromising with one another? If you happen to be brought up reading a different religious book to another country, rather than discuss the differences you're going to blow each other to kingdom come! 

'What chips?' asked Donna, disguising her concern with a joke, 'The only chips I know about come from the school canteen.'

Stephanie took a drag from her cigarette and puffed a cloud into the air, 'Silicon chips, Don. It's our eighteenth birthday present from the government. A bunch of old farts voted it in and now we've all got to have the implants.'

'What?' said Donna, 'Why?'

'For control, dummy!' retorted Steph, 'They want to know where we are at any time. They say that young people do most of the crime. Hey that rhymes. I'm a poet and I didn't know it!'

'But we haven't done any crimes,' Donna fired back.

'Hey, don't get shirty with me,' said Steph, 'I know that, but the law is the law. As soon as we're eighteen it's gonna happen. We're going bionic.'

Just then a tall lad with dark scruffy hair called Will came over and casually took the cigarette from Steph's hand, taking a hefty puff. His shirt was hanging out, which was supposedly a sign of being cool.

'That's right Will, isn't it?' asked Steph, who shrugged in a nonchalant manner to maintain the air of flippancy.

'What's right?' questioned Will, now adding to the smoky haze that surrounded them.

'The silicon chip thing,' reiterated Stephanie, 'We've all got to be microchipped like cats.'

'Oh yeah,' came the reply, 'Bunch of fascists. No wonder we don't get a vote, just these old gits who think we're all criminals.'

'Well we are,' said Steph, looking at the cigarette, 'You're supposed to be eighteen to smoke that.'

'Huh,' replied Will, 'Are you becoming one of them?' He took another drag and dropped the cigarette to the ground, crushing it with his foot, before puffing the smoke into their faces.

Donna coughed and Steph let out an exclamation of 'Idiot!' as the boy walked away.

'Cool hey?' thought Donna with a smile.
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The comedian stood on the stage in front of the crowd.

'My wife bought me a telescope last week. “What do I want that for?” I said.

'“Star-gazing,” she replied.

'“Are you for real?” I said, “Everything up there is just a waste of space,” get it?

'Mercury – I mean what is the point of that? A load of rock so close to the sun that it's scorching hot. Come on, that's just daft. Here we are down here, running out of resources, and there's all that matter up there going to waste. I mean, is God taking the Mick or something? Taking the cos-Mick?'

The audience groaned at the pun.

'Seriously though, if I ever got to speak to the big man in the sky I'd say to him “Listen mate, you expect us not to waste resources down here but when it comes to space you can't seem to stop yourself.”

'Pluto – another waste of space – yeah, I know I did that joke already but I like it. You play your favourite songs over and over again so why can't I do it with my jokes? I'll tell you something else about Pluto, it can't even make up its mind if it's a planet or not. First it is, then it's not, then it's a dwarf planet. For crying out loud, talk about attention seeking. Oi, Pluto, wind your neck in, you're being a prima donna. And it's only a tiddler. Small planet syndrome for sure!'

The 'astronomy set' was clearly going down well as the audience were in stitches at the comedian's mock outrage.

'Now look at Jupiter and Saturn – the flipping size of them! It's just rubbing our noses in it. And what are they? Just massive great balls of gas. Well, that telescope can stay in the box. I'm not looking at your giant gas balls. OK, Saturn's got a bit of style with those rings but that's about all it's got going for itself. You try and land on the surface and you'll plop right through. Which brings me to Ur...'

The comedian drew out the syllable so that the audience roared, anticipating the scatological pun which was something of a trademark to the comedian. It always seemed to come back to body parts and ejectamenta.

'Oh you've heard that one! Well, what's up there? What's going on up Uranus? Well, maybe you need a doctor for that one...'

'TURN THAT OFF!' said Donna's mother, Chloe, 'You know I don't like you watching that comedian.'

'But he's funny,' sulked the girl who had been sitting at the dining room table watching the show on her father's laptop.

'It's not for fifteen-year-olds.'

'It's only a twelve if you buy the DVD,' barked Donna.

Chloe changed tack, 'Have you done your homework?'

'Yeeees,' said Donna sarcastically.

Just then her father, Steve walked in, and her mother returned to the kitchen.

'Right, we're gonna cut that idiot off and watch something educational,' stated Steve to his daughter, who let out an audible sigh. Steve leaned over her and typed something into the 'search' box on the YouTube website that Donna had been watching.

Donna had already lost interest and had picked up her phone, pressing the icon that took her to Facebook. It seemed like a 'default mode' for the teenager. As soon as she was unable to do whatever it was that she wanted to do, it was back to Facebook like the recoiling of a whip.

'This is the one,' said Steve, selecting a video from the options. The clip would show the entire surgical procedure for inserting the silicon chip into somebody's brain. He believed that showing their daughter this would convince her that it was just a normal operation and nothing to worry about; 'Watch this.'

'Do I have to?' sulked Donna still looking at her phone.

Steve swiftly removed the mobile phone from her hands.

'Hey!' exclaimed Donna, 'I was looking at that.'

'Well, now you're looking at this,' said her father, placing the phone on the window sill, 'It's going to help you.'

There was a picture of an open cut on somebody's skull on the screen.

'It looks gross,' said Donna.

'It's just a routine operation,' informed her father calmly, 'You'll see.' And with that he clicked play and the video began.

Donna soon forgot about her mobile phone and was fixated. 'So this is going to happen to me?' she thought, as the camera zoomed in on a small patch of somebody's head where the hair had been shaved off and a scalpel began cutting a line across the exposed flesh.

In the living room next door her parents were trying to argue quietly.

'I don't think she should be watching that,' whispered her mother, 'It's not going to help her.'

'It is!' stated Steve emphatically, 'She's watched “Casualty” so she knows what an operation looks like. She'll see that it's just normal and nothing to get stressed up over.'

'It'll give her nightmares,' stated Chloe, raising her tone and defeating the object of whispering in the first place, 'You know what she's like with those dreams and delirium.'

'Look, the other week she was watching The Thing on her computer. She's not afraid of a bit of blood. You don't even know half the stuff she watches.'

'Well she shouldn't be watching it,' retorted Chloe, 'You're supposed to sign in for those kind of films. You must have helped her to access it.'

'That's rubbish and you know it,' defended Steve, 'Kids these days know what they're doing with computers. If they want something they'll find it somehow.'

'Well, it's not right,' huffed Chloe.

'Why do you think they're putting the chips in in the first place?' retorted Steve, 'Kids are out of control. It's the only way we can keep tabs on them these days. There's just too much technology and they can run rings around us when it comes to computers.'

'That's not true,' countered Chloe, who was less right wing than her husband, 'It's government control. They say it's for reducing crime but that was just to get it voted in. All those Sun readers went for it like a rat up a drainpipe, but they'll regret it. You wait and see.'

'Poppycock,' said Steve, 'I'm not saying I support it but it's happening and all this “1984” talk isn't going to stop it. I'm trying to reassure her that it's going to be OK.'

'But it's not OK,' Chloe fought back, 'It's really not!'

Steve decided to let it rest and took a sip from his cup of tea. Sensing that the debate had reached a stalemate, Chloe wandered back to the dining room to find her daughter transfixed by a screen which seemed to be filled with red blood. Fragments of bone were flying off as a small rotating saw cut into the skull.

'You're not watching that,' declared her mother, snatching the laptop from the dining room table.

Donna turned around, grabbing the laptop and a tug of war ensued, 'Dad says it's OK.'

'Well, it's not OK,' said Chloe.

Steve then ran into the room, 'Hey, hey, you're going to break that!'

Chloe let go of the computer. 'Is that all you're worried about, seriously? You've got government psychos that want to cut into your daughter's brain and you're worrying about a five-year-old laptop.'

Donna seized advantage of the situation; she had already put the laptop back on the table and restarted the video as the arguing continued.

'Shut up!' shouted Donna, 'I'm trying to listen.'

'Don't you talk to me like that,' said Chloe angrily, but she could see that she wasn't going to get control of the situation, 'Right, you go ahead and you watch it then, but don't come crying to me when you get nightmares, expecting me to pick up the pieces.'

'I won't get nightmares,' said Donna calmly but forcefully, 'I just want to see what these fascists are going to do to me.'

'Fascists,' stated Chloe looking at her husband, 'Told you!'

'It's just a new word to Donna,' Steve retaliated, 'She doesn't even know what it means.'

'Yes I do,' implored Donna, proving that she could multitask by watching the screen and listening to her parents at the same time, just as a pair of tweezers inserted a silicon chip into the slit in the patient's skull, 'Will uses it all the time.'

'Well that's settled then,' said her father sarcastically, 'If Will says they're fascists then it must be true.'
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It was nearing their eighteenth birthdays when Donna, Stephanie and Will were standing around the familiar grey concrete air-raid shelter which dated from the Second World War, and as normal Steph and Will were smoking while Donna abstained from the dreaded weed.

'Not long till we get microchipped now,' said Will to the two girls, 'The old fascists of this world have got their way. I imagine they wish they were the ones at the end of the scalpel slicing into our brains, the sadistic old goats.'

'Well, it's not gonna hurt at least,' said Donna, trying to reassure herself more than anything.

'How do you know?' asked Will provocatively, 'Have you ever had an operation?'

'Well, no,' she replied, 'But it's not like the old days where they just hold you down and start hacking away with a saw. You get a general anaesthetic.'

Stephanie was content just to listen to the other two debating as she blew smoke rings at the grey concrete walls.

'Oh yeah, anaesthetic,' said Will sarcastically, 'And how does that work?'

Donna shrugged, 'It just knocks you out I suppose.'

'Well, what about this idea?' posed Will, 'Say it knocks you out but you still feel every single thing and it's only because you can't remember it when you wake up that you think you felt nothing.'

'Stop it!' interjected Steph, 'You're being creepy. We've got to have it done and that's that.'

'Yeah, but say it does work like that,' countered Will, 'Say us three really are going to go through excruciating agony within the next few months just because a bunch of barbarians voted for it. Are you saying that something didn't happen just because we can't remember it? A baby can't remember its injuries, but the pain was real, right?'

'Don't be stupid,' said Stephanie angrily, 'Anaesthetics don't work like that.'

'How do you know?' added Will, 'Are you a doctor?'

'I don't need to be. You've just seen too many horror films.'

Donna was now the quiet one. She was petrified by what Will had just half-jokingly said.

'Give me a puff on that,' she said, reaching for Steph's cigarette.

'Donna Redburn!' exclaimed Steph, 'What are you doing?'

'I'm nearly eighteen. Now's the time to see why you two do this so much. Does it numb out the scary thoughts? I've heard it makes your head go all swimmy.'

'Not really,' came the reply, but Donna already had the white tube of nicotine in her hand and put it to her mouth, breathing in tentatively. Just then she let out a huge cough and bent over, putting her hands on her knees.

'Now look what you've done,' said Steph to Will, retrieving the cigarette from Donna's hand and passing it over to him.

'Don't blame me,' came the reply, 'It was your cigarette.'

'Ugh!' said Donna while clearing her throat, before making the staccato statement, 'That is vile.'

Stephanie and Will both laughed.

'Well it made you forget about the operation for a bit,' joked Will, mockingly holding out the cigarette, 'Want another drag?'

'No way,' stated Donna emphatically, 'I want that about as much as I want this operation.'

Just then the electronic pips came over the loudspeaker, signalling that it was time for the next lesson. The three friends marched back up the playground, but Donna's mind was awash with worries. Will's horrible theory hadn't helped one bit.
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Donna's appointment at the local hospital was now just a week away. As she sat at the dining table with a hearty dinner of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding in front of her, her mind raced. She just couldn't get the operation out of her head. Not only was it the indignation that the country's voters had chosen for her body and mind to be violated in the name of crime prevention, but now there was the added fear that she might actually feel the whole process thanks to Will's stupid idea of a joke. Donna sat staring at the slices of meat which were slightly pink in the middle. 'That's all we are,' she thought to herself, 'Just meat. And the knife slicing into my brain means nothing more to society than my knife slicing into this piece of beef.'

'Are you not eating?' the girl's mother inquired, 'That's a lovely bit of meat.'

Donna just shrugged, with her eyes fixed on the plate of beef, vegetables and gravy.

'Donna, you have to eat,' remonstrated Chloe, as Steve scooped a huge dollop of horseradish sauce from the jar and smothered it onto his dinner. 'Steve, make her eat!'

Steve looked up. 'I can't make her eat any more than you can,' he declared as he put a heaped forkful of food into his mouth.

'She's wasting away,' reiterated Chloe.

'I am still here,' muttered Donna without lifting her head, 'Why are you talking about me?'

'It's this operation, right?' said Steve, realising that the situation required a bit more concern.

'Of course it is. I don't want it. You call this freedom, but where is my choice? If you lot vote for me to be cut to ribbons then it happens.'

'Well, I didn't vote for this government,' said Chloe emphatically, 'That day I vote for them is the day you call the men in white coats and get me sectioned.'

'It's democracy,' said Steve pragmatically, 'If the majority of people vote for something it happens. We all have to put up with certain things we don't like but it's the only system we've got. The other option is dictatorship. You've learned about Hitler and Stalin, right?'

'Of course I have,' said Donna, 'I'm not a child.'

Donna picked up her fork and began pushing a piece of carrot around on her plate, creating waves with the gravy. Then she looked up.

'Why did people vote for it?' she stabbed in aggressively. But before either of her parents could answer she continued, indicating that the question was rhetorical, 'Because the papers said it's a good idea. “Oh yeah, we can keep an eye on the young people. We'll know where they are at any time.” But are their readers intelligent enough to know why the government really wants to do that? No they're not, because they don't question anything they're told. The government wants it because it's cheaper to put silicon chips in the brains of people before they've had a chance to vote than it is to put police on the street, or to educate people properly so they don't turn to crime in the first place. And why do they need to save so much? So those thieving scumbag tax dodgers can carry on hiding in the Bahamas or whatever island they skulk about on these days.'

Donna's mother couldn't help but agree with every word of this rant, but as ever, Steve paused before making a measured response. 'Those are interesting ideas, Donna. Have you been talking to Will again?'

'Oh, get stuffed!' said Donna, 'I can think for myself.'

'Donna,' interjected Chloe, 'Don't talk to your father like that.'

'Any why not?' Donna dug in deeper, 'If you lot can vote to have my brain mutilated then surely I can get angry now and again?'

Donna's father then put his knife and fork down on the plate to try a more reassuring approach, 'Look, on Saturday we will drive you to the hospital. You will be given a bed and we will sit with you. You will be given a pre-med to drink and you will probably be asleep before they even wheel you down to the theatre. They will make sure you are completely unconscious, perform a quick and simple operation and the next thing you know
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