Selections from a Journal
Ray Luo

Saturday, January 7:

Then I woke up.  I was still lying on the warm, white sand.  I felt the night breeze blowing softly.  Trees and flowers were wavering about.  I didn’t like it so I made it stop.


The sunset was spectacular.  Purple, yellow, and even pink clouds accompanied the orange, oval-shaped disc I called sun.  It was half way down the horizon by then.  An indistinguishable line marked the barrier between water and sky, except where the sun’s image flashed brilliantly on the ocean surface.  Light met darkness.  Maybe it was a little too bright.  I made it stop glowing, just for a while.  


Finally, Sunday was about to begin.  Six days were enough for me.  All I needed to say were all spoken.  All I needed to do were done.  I was finished.  But still, I hated it.  None of it mattered anymore.  From that day on, I felt like the world came to an end.  And it probably did.  I wasn’t sure.
Monday, January 1:

The kitchen was next to the bedroom because I could get to my food faster that way.  It wasn’t much of a kitchen; more like another bedroom.  There were no chairs, no tables, and not much lighting: typical of PC programmers.  I was working on a new revolutionary program; no time for food.  I had only one food processor.  That morning I breakfasted on cheese.  It wasn’t much but it was enough to keep me going until the launch which was to take place at eleven.  The global network news was still on while I was eating.


“Da-da-da de daaa, da-da-da de daaa...” the attractive music signaled the start of the news.  “Good morning, world citizens, and welcome once again to Global Network News on this the first of January, two thousand and ninety-eight.  Top news this morning.  The Martian colony experienced another oxygen shortage late last night.  The New Year’s Eve celebration caused excessive oxygen expenditures that...”


I turned the visual down.  Who needs to see the gory details?


“On other news.  Anti-matter was spotted again near the Alpha Centauri sector.  Scientists believe that this is nothing to worry about as long as all safety procedures are followed.  Meanwhile, discussions regarding the effect of contact is continuing.  The old theory continues to predominate the discussions.”


I still remembered the things I learned in school.  Anti-matter is matter that has charges opposite to real matter.  According to old theories, when anti-matter meets matter, they are supposed to cancel each other out, releasing an enormous amount of energy.  While anti-matter should consist of about half of the universe’s basic material, it is hardly found in our part of the universe.


As soon as I finished breakfast, I pocketed my PC, said good-bye to my wife, and left.  The traffic was minimal.  My shuttle was the only one among five different terminals.  As I relaxed in my seat and looked out the window, I thought about plants.  We see trees and flowers and grass everyday, but we don’t really know what they are.  Sure they perform photosynthesis, provide oxygen, and decorate our land, but what exactly are they.  Ever since I was young, I’ve always wondered about things that are different from us.  What if I were a tree growing in the middle of a forest?  I wouldn’t be able to see; but I could feel more than ever.  My pedals would swing with the wind; my body would be warmed by sun light.


The shuttle suddenly connected with the dock, breaking my concentration.  I was there.  The flight center was still in good shape.  Built in the seventies, it wasn’t as advanced as other stations.  The glittering sky-blue walls and floor reflected the sun light so that no lamp was necessary.  two huge columns supported the whole spacious building.  I went directly to the opening marked with my flight number.  It was only ten thirty.


The star ship was also in good shape.  The interior was as polished as ever.  My room was especially nice.  (The luxuries of a private room are often taken for granted.)  Windows filled the left wall and brightened the interior.  Tiny dots decorated the wall and ceiling so that the interior was gray when seen from a distance.  I sat down and pulled out my pocket PC.  It is an amazing invention.  All daily schedules, network programs, data base, telecommunication devices, and much much more are within my reach with a few buttons to push.  It is amazing that even with technology this advanced, we have not progressed from the traditional Qwerty keyboard.  Human beings invent new machines, but are too lazy to change habits.


I was working on a new and unique program, one that could create a world just as the twentieth century book could.  But this world is fully interactive and one hundred percent real.  The trick is called micro artificial intelligence.  We are capable of producing robots that behave like human beings.  But if we can go further and transform all thought processes into zeros and ones, we can fit this whole person into a data chip.  Cloning is illegal, but no one has said anything about reproducing consciousness.  The implications are marvelous.  If the data chip is inserted into a PC for further programming, we can create any type of world we want for the user.  The user would be able to control what is happening inside the program from within the program.  What’s more, time has very little meaning there.  Since data processing takes place at light speed, time will never end.  Our thoughts could live an eternity in the chip.  This is the closest we will have come to repeating the Creation.  Life will be artificial, yet totally real.


The program and the chip were already finished.  Only details such as ending the program and internal control needed to be perfected.  Even a scenario for the displacement has been made.  I was going to Alpha Centauri to do tests on the system before it could be implemented.  No one was more excited than I was.  This was the only chance I have of fulfilling my dream, of seeing what it would be like to live in a world completely different from my own.  Call me a dreamer.  But while others are busy producing for the world, dreamers dedicate their lives to creating new worlds.


With the course plotted, 3, 2, 1, liftoff.  Strapped with a safety cover, I didn’t feel a thing.  Once we got past Earth’s gravity, the room shifted ninety degrees.  The gravity imposed by the ship’s acceleration was now enough to keep me on the ground.  A few more months and I would be in Alpha Centauri.  It turned out that interstellar travel was not as difficult as once thought.  With the right materials, acceleration to near light speed was indeed possible.  The only problem was the length of time.  To take a trip between major stars, the travel time would exceed any length of stay.


Just half an hour into the flight, the captain announced the detection of a satellite-sized asteroid.  The appearance of a large asteroid the size of moon traveling at the direction of Earth was indeed rare.  But with twenty-first century technology, this was no problem.  Every ship was equipped with routine nuclear destroyers.  Nuclear weapons lost all their functions after the extinction of war.  This is one of the only cases left in which they could be used.  Two minutes later, however, the passengers received worse news.


“This is the Captain speaking,” he announced in a sullen voice, “We are experiencing major technical difficulties.  Our nuclear destroyers have not been able to destroy our enormous target.  The scanners report that the missiles have indeed made contact with the target.  But there is neither a collision nor a fragmentation.  It seems as though the missile disappeared for no apparent reason.  We will continue to inform you regarding the details... later on.  For now, please do not panic and be prepared to escape.”


I had a vague premonition of disaster.  Is the asteroid Anti-matter?  It is moments like this that requires logical reasoning instead of distress, anger, and fear.  First of all, it would be impossible for large ship to change course at such high speeds.  The time for deceleration and rotation could take more than an hour.  Considering the size of the asteroid, our chances for escape by abandoning ship was almost nonexistent.  Second of all, I knew there was a good chance that the asteroid was not a “real” asteroid.  One could not tell the difference between matter and antimatter by observing.  Only precise scanners could tell them apart by electron charge scanning.  One possibility was that the Captain knew it and would not reveal it because he does not wish to cause a riot.  Another possibility was that he simply did not know and needed to be informed.  A third possibility was that the asteroid was indeed a real asteroid.  But it was beyond comprehension how an asteroid could absorb a nuclear missile.  Then, I began to release my emotions.  This might be the end!  If the asteroid is indeed what it is, even the Earth will suffer massive destruction.  The anti-matter will converge with its equivalent size to evaporate into nothingness.  In addition, the energy released by this process will blow the other end of the Earth into fragments.  Will this be the end of human civilization on Earth?  I consoled myself on the possibility of the alternative and tried to rest.


A few minutes passed.  The asteroid is about to hit us any minute now.  Meanwhile, the Captain spoke again.  “I am sorry to inform you, our passengers, that the collision with the asteroid is now unavoidable.  We have learned earlier that the asteroid is made up of negatively charged protons and positively charged electrons.  This means that it is anti-matter.  Process for rotation has already been underway, but considering the asteroid’s size, the star ship will not make it.  Escape cubicles will not help, but if you feel it is necessary, you are encouraged to use them to console yourselves.  The only real consolation will be the relatively painless death caused by such an interaction.  Captain out.”


Reality confronted us.  But why?  Why this sudden destruction of society?  Why this powerful energy that we’ve never before perceived?  I tried to control myself and think logically.  May be this was the perfect time to experiment with the PC program.  If I could transform my thought into program data, it would give me an eternity to come up with a solution to the problem.  The scenario was ready.  The equipment was almost ready, but not tested.  The internal control system was set up.  The chances were against me, but the rewards promised eternal life and total command.  There was a catch, however:  I could never get back.  While it should be true that the process would be nothing more than cloning, it never-the-less leaves a new consciousness in the program.  My old consciousness would be destroyed while my new consciousness would live on.  But there was no system for me to escape, and no place for me to escape to.


I could hear the rumbling outside my room.  I knew it was almost time.  I had to make a choice.  Sweat and tears covered my face as I connected the PC.  This was my last chance for life.  I could not give up human survival.  I connected the data chip to my frontal lobes and performed the procedure.  The other part of me is now inside the PC for eternity.  My death would now be meaningless in comparison.

Tuesday, January 2:


Then I woke up. I was lying on warm, white sand.  Soft breezes were bending the trees and flowers near me.  It was the scenario: landscape #133, the default.


I could smell the air, touch the water, and hear the wind.  I could feel my own skin as if it were real.  I could still remember the experiences on the star ship as if it were a recent dream.  I could think and talk and gesture.  It worked!  All of the cognitive functions of my brain and nervous system were transformed into program data.  I was inside a machine...  Actually, I was a machine.


I was walking around on the lovely beach when the water from a wave splashed on my dry clothes.  I was terribly annoyed, cussing at the wet clothes, and suddenly, as if by magic, it became dry again.  It was then that I remembered I had absolute control in this program because I was the source of input.  Since all of my thoughts were connected to program functions, all I had to do was wish for something and confirm it and...


Would this be Utopia?  I considered the possibilities.  Life here satisfied every need.  What ever I wanted was there for me, as long as it was in the program.  I ate not for health, but for gratification of the instinct of hunger.  I dressed not for safety, but for the warm feeling of clothes on my back.  Indeed, this was Utopia.  I spent the rest of the day wandering around.

Wednesday, January 3:

I awoke on landscape #133 again.  It seemed that the defaults would always be set.  I began my task of looking for a solution to the anti-matter problem.  Was there a way to stop the asteroid?  I believed there was.  If matter cancels out anti-matter, then we would need extremely massive and dense material to neutralize all the anti-matter.  Could Earth produce this material in such a short time?  Probably not.  Would Earth survive the ensuing energy wave given off if indeed this was successful?  Doubtful.  And since I could never be transformed into human form (instead of data form), I would never be able to change the course of history.  The truth is that human beings would probably have disappeared from the face of the Earth and I was the only form of man still active.  Me, the sole survivor of the great disaster. Life would last less than one second, yet it would take me an eternity to die.
Thursday, January 4:

I tried fifty different landscapes.  They were all attractive.  There were sunlit, exotic villages; and wild, dark jungles; and steep, arctic mountains; and crowded, lively casinos.  I could not find many things to change.  Bored and restless, I decided to read a copy of the read-me file.  Then I went off to do my favorite things.  I read novels, ate all the watermelon I could take in, shot some hoops, and climbed mountains.  Yet no matter how much I’ve done, I could not feel tired.  If I wanted to feel tired, I would.  But I don’t feel tired when I do work.  At first I thought it was a programming error.  Yet when I really thought about it, I figured it couldn’t be.  I was in command of every feeling in my body and if I didn’t want to be tired, I wasn’t.  The only feeling I could feel were good ones, unless I desired otherwise.

Friday, January 5:

How could we live in perfection?  I tried to reason that life is about the pursuit of perfection, that once we have gotten past our difficulties, we deserved to be in heaven.  Well, here is heaven.  After that initial shot of excitement, where is happiness?  I am always satisfied, but am I always happy?  I couldn’t say no.


I tried a variety of things in the program.  The possibilities are endless.  It will take an eternity to do all those things.  But all my desires will be satisfied.  There will be no unhappiness.  Am I really a machine after all?  My life is nothing but desire and satisfaction, because I have access to everything.


However, the human legacy must be preserved.  How many people would do anything to be where I am?  I can live in perfection.

Saturday, January 6:

I grew depressingly lonely.  I couldn’t wish for a person to appear because they were minds.  I couldn’t create minds.  I tried landscapes with human figures, but they don’t respond.  They go on as if I didn’t exist, which made me even more depressed.  I could make myself feel better, but it didn’t matter.  There was no meaning.  It was as if I wanted to feel depressed.  How I wished I could live in the real world again.  How I wished people would talk to me.  How I wished I could be restrained from doing things.  How I wished life weren’t perfect.


I looked at a plant.  It was deceptively similar to the one I saw on the grounds outside the shuttle.  I remembered my life long dream.  I wished I could become the plant and feel what he feels.  The trees and flowers waved at me, as if I were close by.  But in reality, I couldn’t be farther away.  There was no substance in that tree.  And in turn, I have no feeling except the feeling of loneliness.


The only comforter I have is my memory.  I could seek my lost desires in things past.  I could taste my own moments of discovery and triumph long ago.  But it was just memory.


The sunset was spectacular.  Purple clouds, yellow clouds, pink clouds filled the sky.  Water met sky at the horizon.  It was spectacular, but it wasn’t real.  And reality is the only thing that mattered.

Sunday, January 7


Six days are enough.  I am finished.  I have lived long enough.  I can still remember clearly the experiences: anti-matter, PC programs, flight bases, star ships, the news, “Da-da-da de daaa.”  But all that were forever lost in time.  Here, time is slow; time loses value; time imprisons the spirit.


Life is too perfect.  I need a little tragedy.  Where can I find it?  Perhaps I will find it in death.
