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The nano-technology had promised to stop aging and allow people to live for many thousands of years. People knew they would still age, but at a rate slower than a sea tortoise. In time, resources became more expensive. With fewer deaths and longer child-bearing years, the population soared to over 20 billion humans by the year 2200.

By then, it wasn't just the rich receiving the nano-tech. It had become a regular shot for anyone entering the military or college. People who opted out of the military or college moved away to tiny house towns in Alaska. Each house was no bigger than a standard RV, but the residents received a monthly delivery of supplies because they were too handicapped to work.

But now it was the year 2300, and Jeff Simmons sat on the edge of his bed. He was 18 now, and high school graduation was next week. It was a big choice to make, and he wasn't sure what to do.

If he joined the army like his dad had done, he would live for many centuries and could travel around the world. But his mom had raised him in Alaska, in her tiny, handicapped home. It wasn't illegal to take an ordinary job and die at age 80, like in the olden days. Alaska had a number of job opportunities, especially if you wanted to drive the deliveries from the docks to the poor. It would keep him with Mom, but he would never get a long life.

Jeff fiddled with the letter sent to him by Jessica Wilsborough. Her great-grandfather was General Wilsborough from Rhode Island. She was raised next door by her uncle, Sam, and Jeff had known her forever.

But Jessica graduated last year and moved to Rhode Island. The General was alive and well, although now retired. After her graduation, he had invited Jessica to live in his mansion on the Atlantic beach. Jeff hadn't seen her face in a year, but she still wrote notes or letters weekly.

With the high demand for food, first aid products, and other essential items, the economy was in crisis. Rioters had looted most of the shopping centers, leaving nothing but the shelves. The General had convinced Jessica to accept an army recruitment, and she was now a Private. They gave her a shot of nano-tech in May. Her agreement with the army was that she could live with the General and attend nursing school in order to care for him.

Her parents had both been killed fighting looters when she was three years old. Uncle Sam was her mother’s brother, while the General was related to her father. This was her chance to hear about family memories from the other side.

It broke Jeff’s heart to know that if he wanted to stay with Jessica, he’d need to abandon his mother.

Jeff mourned the days growing up with Jessica next door. Being eighteen months older than him, she had always seemed sophisticated when he was a child. Too often she talked about marine biology and trying to rescue dolphins from the slavery of public aquariums. She didn't like nano-tech back then; she was nature's child. She believed animals belonged in their wild environments and didn't even want pets. She made it clear all too often that unnatural sciences would one day be to humanity's dismay.

Jeff loomed over her recent letters. He wondered if losing her would matter at all, since she wasn't even the real Jessica anymore. He wondered if it was cowardly to stay in Alaska and ignore her plea for him to join her. He didn't know if it was his moral duty to save her.

Uncle Sam had since moved to a rest home, and his tiny house now had a new resident. Mom would be of no help in deciding, either. She mostly ranted about how Dad was killed saving everyone else from terrorism and crime, referring to the looters. Borders had no definition anymore; there weren't distinct countries. There were only the Haves and the Have-Nots. Mom would know that joining the army could be deadly, but she would also know that poverty had its own sadness.

The graduation ceremony was in one week, but school was already out for the year. A delivery containing the actual diploma could arrive any time that day. After COVID-54, teachers were no longer allowed to hand anything to a student. A warehouse would mail textbooks and ship any necessary school supplies. All the teachers could do was give online classes with webcam interaction.

The actual graduation ceremony was set up as a fine dining experience in an elite restaurant, where each student was required to wear a tuxedo or an evening gown. The educational director would stand on a stage reading a list of graduates. Students were expected to stand when their name was called and clap for others who stood. A dinner, including steak and lobster with several side dishes, would be served.

Nobody was supposed to touch anyone until after they left the dinner. Since the dinner was considered a school event, but the parking lot was not part of the event, students couldn't hug their friends until they exited the building.

Jeff sighed and peeked out the window. This dilemma wasn't new. His entire life so far had been building up to this moment of truth.

Uncle Sam had been like an angel who guided him. In childhood, Sam would often explain the way these choices went. Dad had joined the army. Sam had taken a handicapped home. The military allowed you to write "personal choice" as the nature of the disability because, too often, people had PTSD from looters' activities, and it was illegal to force victims to discuss trauma.

Sam had told Jeff many times there wasn't a wrong choice, as long as you could face the mirror.

Sam himself had refused to shoot looters and wouldn't go into the army. Without defined borders, the only enemy now was the thieves. But Sam disagreed with the narrative. He thought people who live 3,000 years and continue to burn up resources were the real thieves. He wouldn't shoot someone for stealing blankets and bread.

Jeff gazed at the house Jessica grew up in. Uncle Sam had been taken eight months ago by the black van. Some new guy lived there now.

The black van was usually due to dementia. They would bring people to the rest home. You never saw them again when that happened. Jeff knew he needed to see Sam one more time. He wasn't sure how, but it was very important.

Jeff suddenly saw a white truck pull into the yard. He raced to the kitchen door and stepped outside. A tall, calm man walked over from where the truck parked.

"I have a diploma here for a Jeff Simmons," he said.

"Well, now that I'm a man, I want to drive a black van for the home," Jeff stammered, not knowing how to ask for directions.

"They need drivers all the time, kid. Why not call them and ask?"

"I don't know where they are. The van took my friend's uncle. If I worked there, maybe I'd get to see him."

The tall man looked at Jeff in a new way now, almost like a child studying a frog. "Come with me, kid, I'll take you there."

Jeff went with the man, even though he didn't take his wallet, keys, or anything. His diploma envelope was in his hand. Other than that, he just wore regular clothes and sneakers. The man said his name was Barry, and he also preferred driving instead of killing. He said it was okay to be a working man.

Then he blasted the radio and drove. They ended up on a long highway stretch. The radio was too loud. Jeff tried to ask how far they were going, but Barry couldn't hear him. After several hours, they were at a bus station in Canada.

"You get off here," Barry said, shutting off the radio. Then he pressed a finger to his lips, signaling him to be quiet. Barry got out of the truck, so Jeff followed him. Near the bus stop was a diner.

"They have dash cam and audio recordings in company trucks. That truck is an official delivery truck for the school warehouse only," Barry explained inside the diner. Then he pointed to a table. "Sit down. Eat whatever you want. Give this card to the waitress. I can't stay now, but in about three hours, you will see a big red bus. It only comes once a day, so don't miss it."

Jeff looked at the card as he sat down. It was like an employee ID badge for a place called Easy Living Rest Home.

"I don't have money for a bus," Jeff protested.

"You eat free. You ride free. The bus driver will get you in there. You are looking for Sam Donnovan, right? I know where you live, remember?" Jeff nodded, relieved that Barry knew what he was doing. Then Barry left the area and drove off.

“Oh, certainly, I will draw you a map,” Susan cried out, smiling but afraid.

She took a black marker out of her apron pocket and scribbled all over the white 10-inch by 15-inch envelope in Jeff’s hand. Soon, you couldn't see his name or his school name on the diploma envelope.

“First, you go west this way,” she chimed, trying to seem happy. “Then you go south this way.” After a moment, the return address and his address were blocked out in marker with a trail between them that looked very random.

Jeff handed her his card from Barry. “No, silly, we don’t take foreign money. Let me walk you to the ATM,” she said.

Jeff followed her, looking at the other customers. Two other waitresses were serving them. Jessica grabbed Jeff’s hand and led him down a dark alley to a brick wall with a metal door.

“If you take the red bus, you can work at Easy Living, but Sam isn’t there anymore,” Jessica whispered. She then kissed Jeff’s cheek.

“What is going on here?” Jeff asked.

“The General was executed Friday for releasing Uncle Sam. I asked him to do it. Sam came by bus to the diner and begged them to call me. They used my army file to find me. I only had a nine-month nursing course, so




































































































































	Day One: Jeff headed to a barber to get his head shaved and then stopped to get his left ear pierced at a tattoo parlor.

	Day Two: He bought black dye and rented an alternate motel room in another part of town to dye his scrubs.

	Day Three: He left the messy dye issues behind and returned to the real motel. The cashier recognized him and recommended colored contact lenses.

	Day Four: He went to get them. He went from blue eyes to brown eyes and bought a wig with short curly brown hair instead of his stringy blonde hair.

	Day Five: The cashier didn't recognize him.





















































	Controlled Environment: There were no windows so the staff could control the lighting. There was never true daytime or nighttime.

	The Illusion: The whole place was decorated to look like an outdoor garden on a spring morning.

	The Patients: The clients would water real flowers and plant real seeds. When they were tired, they could go to bed upstairs. All the beds were just small canopies over army cots.

	The Result: All the clients thought they lived outside, but they only very rarely had sun-down symptoms and didn't freak out at the real sunset.





















	Five of the men left Micro-Tech because the syrup made their wives infertile.

	Three of the men left the United States Army because the Nano-Tech could kill you if you were allergic.













































	The Twins: Two boys were born: John (deaf) and Dennis (blind).

	Adoption: The family took care of the boys because twins with disabilities were impossible to place in the same home. The boys came from a Canadian foster system, having spent their first six months apart.

	Cure: In time, the family bought hearing aids and surgeries. At age seven, the boys were normal, but they loved the toys they already had.

	Biological Mother: Their birth mother was from an island tribe. She had a nightmare that her babies would be demonic. She ran away from the island and ended up in Thunder Bay after a long sea adventure in a canoe. She was placed in a care facility. After learning English, she helped doctors understand the islands had so much inbreeding the babies end up deformed, and people think they are demonic.

	The Separation: At the age of seven, John lost his balloon and raced away. The parents were distracted because Dennis had a seizure. Dennis was still alive but was moved to the same care facility as his biological mother.
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