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When you dream of falling, do you die if you hit the ground?
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Denial

My earliest memory of Grampa was when I was about three years old. We were playing ball in his back yard with my older cousin Randy. Randy was five, and was pitching to me. I could hardly lift the bat, so Grampa was crouched down behind me, helping me hold it. Normally I didn�t like playing sports with Randy because he could do everything better than me. But I felt fine that time, because Grampa was there.
Randy threw the ball and I didn�t swing, which made him mad. �You�re supposed to hit the ball, Greg,� he yelled at me.
Since I was with Grampa, I felt safe in taunting him. �No,� I said.
�All right, I�m telling,� Randy announced, and stormed into the house.
I got a little worried when he slammed the door behind him, but then I looked back at Grampa. He smiled his slow, gentle, crinkle-eyed smile. �Now, see what you�ve done?� he said jokingly. �You�ve gotten us both in trouble.�
I smiled, and snuggled back in his arms. I wasn�t afraid with Grampa around.
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I have a lot more memories of Grampa. And they all came flooding back to me one day when I was in eighth grade.
It was shaping up to be a pretty good day. I was sitting comfortably in Computer class. It was the only class I kind of liked, and the to-die-for Tiffany Montgomery, sitting across the aisle from me, had just crossed her legs in my direction. Not that she even knew I existed, much less which direction I was, but it was still nice to sit there, pretending to concentrate on the computer screen, but actually looking her over out of the comer of my eye.
She was wearing one of those short-short-short black leather skirts that all the popular girls wore, and was casually twirling a lock of her long, teased hair in her right hand. I didn�t care much for her choice in hairstyles, but I had to admit she added up to a phenomenal package.
There was a lull in the class as the teacher got busy at her projected computer screen. Tiffany looked around at Brad Andrews, sitting in front of me. Brad was a casual friend of mine, but at the moment, I hated him because Tiffany was looking at him.
�Hey, Andrews!� she whispered.
Brad looked at her, surprised.
She smiled sweetly. �Faggot!� she hissed.
Brad visibly recoiled in shock and surprise. He furrowed his brow, and then turned back to his computer without saying anything. I snickered uncomfortably along with everyone else within hearing range, and tried to slide inconspicuously lower in my chair. Don�t look my way, I pleaded silently. Just leave me alone!
Tiffany seemed done. She smiled with satisfaction, and went back to ignoring everyone.
The door opened, and the assistant principal came into the room.
Everyone in class looked up with interest. The assistant principal was the enforcer in the school, and if he was here, somebody was in for it.
He went up to our teacher, and they whispered for a minute. Then the teacher looked up over the class�and pointed straight to me!
Everyone turned to see who she was pointing at, and I turned beet red. Who? Me? I didn�t do anything! Don�t look at me�look anywhere else!
The assistant principal motioned me to the front of the room. �Bring your things,� he instructed. I obeyed, feeling more and more dread.
I walked out of the room with him. �I�I didn�t do anything,� I croaked.
�I know you didn�t,� the assistant principal said. �Come on into my office for a minute.�
I followed him blindly. He led me into his office and had me sit down.
�Greg,� he said gently, and suddenly I felt even worse. �I�m afraid I have some bad news for you.�
I stared at him helplessly. If he thought it was bad news, then it was really, really bad news. Like, adult-bad news.
�I�m sorry to have to tell you this,� he continued, �but I�m afraid your Grandfather Al Melfred, has died.�
Grampa? Dead? I stared at him numbly, paralyzed by shock. Grampa? Why, I saw him just two days ago! He looked great! I know he had a weak heart, but still�
�Your dad is coming to pick you up,� he went on. �He wants you to be with your mom and grandmother, and help him give them some support.�
Grampa was dead. He couldn�t be. I followed the assistant principal numbly as he led me down the hall and sat with me on a bench by the main door until my dad pulled up. Numbly, I walked over and got into the car.
�Hi.� I said tonelessly.
�How are you holding up?� Dad asked.
�OK.�
We rode in silence for awhile.
�Grampa died of a heart attack,� Dad said quietly. �He was doing his virtual reality medication, and his heart just seized up on him.�
Virtual reality medication. I remembered when Grampa saw me playing my first virtual game. I was so excited, because it was so much better than the video games I was used to, and I wanted Grampa to play it with me. But he just smiled gently and shook his head.
�It sounds great,� he told me, �but I�m a little too old to be doing adventure games. You do those programs, and I�ll do the relaxing ones.�
One of the neat things about Grampa was that he made virtual reality programs. He was a big-shot project manager and chief programmer until he retired, and had produced many of the hottest virtual reality programs on the market. He�s the one that really got me into programming, and we�d sit for hours, side by side, hacking around. I loved it, and Grampa was a good teacher. By the time I started serious computer classes in school, I was light-years ahead of everyone else.
One of the first real applications of virtual reality was when an architectural firm designed a building on its computer, and then hooked up a treadmill and a pair of goggles to the computer. The client was able to walk on the treadmill, look through the goggles, and see the building, as if it had really been built. But things had improved a lot since then. Through a connection between the goggles and your brain, the computer programs in virtual reality now felt really real.
I�d heard about some of them: virtual pom disks that I was pretty sure I disapproved of, but was really curious about anyway. If they felt anywhere near as real as my space battle programs, then yowzah!
But anyway, Grampa�s virtual medication was a program called Virtual Meadow. In Virtual Meadow, you stood on your treadmill with your goggles on, and you felt for all the world like you were in this meadow, without another person around for miles. It didn�t matter where you really were�in a virtual booth in a mall, or renting a room in one of the new virtual motels�it felt like you were in the meadow. Grampa let me try it once. He said it was the most relaxing thing he�d ever experienced, and I agreed, although it was also kinda boring. But he didn�t think so. And his doctor said that if he were to spend an hour a day in Virtual Meadow, it could really help his heart and reduce the drugs he had to take.
I looked at my dad. �So the Virtual Meadow stuff didn�t help Grampa, huh?�
�I guess not. He had the heart attack while he was using his Virtual Meadow medication. I guess when your heart decides to seize up, it�s going to do it.�
I sat there in numb misery. It wasn�t possible that Grampa was dead. It just wasn�t. Pretty soon, I was sure, I�d wake up and have to shake off this terrible dream.
But I didn�t.

Mom was still completely crushed two days later, at the funeral. I stood in back of the church and looked at the sea of heads. There must have been a thousand people there. Behind me, Mom and Gramma and Aunt Wendy were hugging and crying again. The organ, which had been playing something soft and low, changed hymns. Uncle Kevin took Aunt Wendy�s arm, and my dad sidled up to me.
�Take your Grandmother�s arm,� he whispered to me. �Escort her down the aisle.�
I walked over to Gramma uncertainly. �Wanna go with me, Gramma?� I whispered.
�Thank you, dear,� she said. She wiped her eyes and took my elbow. �Your Grandfather loved you very much,� she whispered.
�I know,� I choked. �Me too. Him, I mean.�
She patted my arm and took a deep breath. �Let�s go.�
She stood very straight, and looked strong and forlorn as we walked forward to say goodbye to Grampa.

I was allowed one day off of school after the funeral, and then had to go back. I hated it. I sat through my computer class, not even bothering to listen, not even bothering to look at Tiffany Montgomery. She had some real tight pants on, and they hid her legs. I made a mental note to be sure to catch a look at her from behind as she was walking, though.
The teacher briefly mentioned virtual reality, and I thought about what Grampa had told me about virtual reality programming. We�d been sitting on his front porch one summer evening, enjoying ice cream cones, and the subject turned to software. �The programming is really complex, Greg-man,� he said. �Since it�s controlled by the user, it�s never the same program twice.�
�How�s it work, then?� I asked. I remember the flavor of my ice cream: peppermint candy.
He took a healthy lick of his. Maple nut. �Well, say you�re using Virtual Meadow, for instance. The program has a big section devoted to a 3-D view of the meadow. But all of the other stuff is in individual packets, placed at random in the program, waiting to be accessed by the user.�
�So, like, if I never look at the forest, the packets with the deer in the forest won�t be used?�
�Exactly.� He seemed proud of me, even though that was basic stuff. �You control the program to a much larger extent than any previous programs. And the Virtual Meadow experience is never the same twice.�
�What if you went in and did the exact same thing as last time?�
Grampa shook his head and smiled. �It�s impossible. You�d never be able to exactly duplicate the steps you took, how quickly you moved, where you looked, and when, and so on.�
I digested that and bit into my cone. �Cool.�
�Yeah,� Grampa agreed, putting his feet up on the porch railing. �From a programmer�s point of view, it�s fascinating. You�re using the same software package, but the linear history of how each packet is accessed will be different every time.�
�What if you use it one day, and really like what you did? Is it gone forever?�
�Pretty much,� Grampa conceded.
�Too bad you can�t look back at it and see why you liked it so much,� I commented. The cone was getting mushy, and I bit off the soggy part.
Grampa turned slowly and looked at me with great respect. �That�s an excellent idea! If you analyzed the ones you liked the best, you might find out some sort of pattern or color or series of packets that really strikes a chord with your brain. You could discover something new about how we react to that kind of stuff!�
I was glad I�d impressed him, but didn�t know where to go with it. �How do you do that?� I asked.
�Well,� he thought out loud, �I suppose you could take some digital tape and record each experience you have. Then you could look at it afterwards, and it would all be there in linear form.� He nodded slowly to himself. �Yeah. I think I�ll do that.�
That had been over a year ago. He had told me later that he was doing it, and was enjoying looking through the linear progressions and seeing the differences between them. It would actually be pretty cool, going through his last Virtual Meadow experience, because it was uniquely his. I missed him so much, that even something like that would feel like it was part of him.
I still couldn�t believe he was dead.
After class I wandered down the hall behind Tiffany Montgomery. Those tight jeans really showed off her hips and behind. I was so absorbed by her beguiling hip motion that I didn�t know that someone was watching until a thick wad of paper whacked me on the side of the head. I shook my head in surprise, and a chorus of jeering laughter pelted me.
�Hey, Walters!� a nasty voice cut through the noise. �Wake up, stupid!�
I turned to see Bruce Heber and some of his friends laughing at me. They were cool guys, or jocks, or both, and they never paid any attention to me unless they wanted to pick on me. I was an ideal target: fairly tall, so I made an impressive target, but very shy and uncertain, so I was an easy target. I couldn�t think of anything clever I could say, and wouldn�t have dared to say it if I had thought of something. I turned to walk away, and Heber shot forward and knocked my books out of my hands. My loose-leaf notebook hit the floor and burst open, showering papers everywhere. Without a word, I knelt down to pick up the mess. Laughing, Heber and his friends walked away, making sure they stepped on my stuff.
I wished I had a gun. I wished I was a trained fighter. But I wasn�t. I was a nerd, and I was used to this kind of humiliation. I pretended I didn�t see all of the people looking at me, and finished picking up my stuff. I saw Mary Adams and some of her friends�fairly nice girls, not in the cool, cruel crowd�looking on with some sympathy. I didn�t want sympathy, I wanted admiration, and they just made me feel like more of a loser.
I walked away as slowly as I could.

That Saturday, we went to visit Gramma to see how she was doing. I slipped away and went into Grampa�s office. He was always real organized, so I found the tapes without any problem. I chose his latest cassette, and picked up the Virtual Meadow disk, too.
I didn�t mention it to anyone�I just put the tapes in my pocket, and felt better knowing I had a little bit of Grampa�s personality with me. I figured I would go and play it sometime after school.

The mall downtown has some virtual booths, and I headed there before dinner a couple of days later. I was lucky that one was open, so I went in and slipped in Grampa�s cassette recording of his last Virtual Meadow experience. I know he really enjoyed them. I thought of that smile of his, and I smiled too, but I was sad. I was going to do what Grampa had done, but now I had to do it without him.
The meadow was really wonderful. Since I was experiencing Grampa�s sensations, I just stood still and let him take me wherever he wanted. Looking at it through Grampa�s eyes for the first time, I noticed it was quiet and soothing and peaceful. I strolled along, feeling the tall grass brush my legs. There was a grove of trees up ahead, and I could hear birds singing. A soft breeze blew against my face. Meadow flowers were blooming everywhere, and butterflies flitted around. I stood on top of a slight hill, and gazed at the scenery unfolding before me. Way in the distance, a river flowed, and I could see an eagle soaring above it. I strolled along farther, and saw a deer and her fawn standing just outside the grove of trees. They looked at me, and then turned and disappeared into the trees.
Some nice flowers were bunched together just to my left, and I headed over to smell them. Just beyond them, some shrubs were clustered together, and they had lilacs all over them. The scent wafted toward me, and I moved to admire them. I got close to them, and there was a movement in the shrubs, and oh my God there�s a man with a ski mask jumping out of the shrubs and he�s got a gun and no don�t shoot and the sound of the gunshot ruptured my eardrums and the blast caught me in the chest and I was on the ground and everything went dark!
It was a minute before I discovered that I was on the rough carpet of the mall�s virtual reality booth. The fall had jarred the helmet from my head, breaking the connection, and I clutched at the carpet, drenched in sweat. Oh, my God, what was that, anyway?! It scared me to death! I was covered in sweat, my heart was pounding, and my chest still hurt from where the bullet hit! It just about gave me a heart�a heart�
�A heart attack.

Home was two miles away, but I didn�t stop running until I was inside. With my last gasp of breath I slammed the door, shot the deadbolt home, and collapsed against it, gasping for breath. I sagged to the floor, trembling and crying. I stayed there for a long time, with all kinds of thoughts flooding through me. Grampa didn�t die of natural causes, like the doctor said. It wasn�t his time, like Dad said. God hadn�t called him home, like Gramma said.
He was murdered. Somebody took Grampa away from me before he was supposed to go.
And somebody was gonna be sorry.



Anger

I spent a lot of time alone. I spent a lot of time going through the stuff I had done with Grampa, and a lot of time at the virtual arcade. Everyone thought I was playing my space games, but they were wrong.
Once I overheard Mom and Dad talking about sending me to a shrink to help me deal with the death of Grampa. I didn�t care. They didn�t know what I knew, and they weren�t going to find out. Nobody was gonna know. But somebody was gonna be sorry.
It didn�t take long to figure out how the killers rigged the virtual gunman. It was just a five-second sight-sound-feel packet that had been laid in over the regular Virtual Meadow program. It had a timing device, like a software bomb, that activated the packet after the twenty-third time it was used.
And then, after it ran once, it must have erased itself. The program disk didn�t have any gunman in the lilacs. It was only on Grampa�s recording of that one time.
Grampa had been using the Virtual Meadow disk every day, for over a year. But if the gunman was programmed to activate after twenty-three uses, that meant that somebody had put it into his disk just before he retired from his job. Or, more likely, had laid the killer packet into an identical disk, and switched them when Grampa wasn�t looking.
But knowing how it was done didn�t help me much. I needed to know why.
And who.
I figured it had to be somebody who was a professional, which meant, somebody where Grampa used to work. Researching his company didn�t tell me much. Advanced Game Tek was a large corporation that was making a lot of money. Big deal. They held 60 percent of the world�s market share in virtual games, and 90 percent of the market share in kid�s games. They were a wholly-owned subsidiary of SKS Holdings, which was a big holding company that included a major food manufacturer and SKS Products, which made cigarettes.
Big deal. This didn�t help at all.
I was screwed.

There�s this big old oak tree in our back yard that I used to play in a lot when I was little. I still go and hang out around it, because there�s lots of bushes nearby, and you can sit in the lower branches, or on the ground around it, and nobody would see you. It�s a nice place to sit and think.
Well, I was hacking around one day, not sure what to do about finding out more about Grampa�s killer, and I decided to climb the old oak tree. It�s comforting, somehow.
I sat in the lower branches for awhile, but got restless. Up in the tree, in one of the first big crotches of the tree, there�s a hole. You wouldn�t even know it unless you were right on top of it. I�d used it as a hiding place for valuable stuff when I was a kid. The only other person I�d ever shown it to was Grampa. So I checked it for the first time in ages, just to see what junk I�d left in there.
It wasn�t interesting: an old pocket-knife, some moldy candy, a stiff packet of gum, and a couple of comic books. Boring junk, but I flipped through the comics for a minute, since I didn�t have anything else to do.
I didn�t even notice when something slipped out of one of the comics, except it went smack when it hit the dirt below the tree.
I climbed down to look at it. There were a bunch of white, printed pages with handwritten notes on them, folded over and sealed in a plastic bag. I got quite a shock when I realized that it was Grampa�s handwriting in the margins!
I ripped open the bag and pulled out the papers. Written on the top of the first one was a note to me.
Greg-man, if you find this stuff, let�s keep it our secret, OK? Keep it hidden, and tell me about it in private.
Love, Grampa.

Well, for crying out loud! I never knew that grampas had secrets, too.
I couldn�t tell Grampa that I�d found it, of course, but maybe I should tell Gramma. But Grampa wanted this to be our secret, so I couldn�t. I couldn�t even tell Mom and Dad.
I went up to my room and looked the stuff over. It was software stuff, no question about that. Grampa must have gotten them from work. The code stuff was over my head, but Grampa had written notes to himself in the margins, and with his help I thought that maybe I could figure it out.
The notes called for a virtual adventure game that I happened to have, so I popped it into my computer. I was glad that the notes called for that one, because it was one of my favorites, and I had sure missed it when Grampa had borrowed it for a couple weeks, about a month ago.
Basically, Grampa�s notes gave me a kind of mechanical-password way to get into the code of the game, wading through the different events that made the thing click, until I got to the end of his list. I stared at it. This was a disappointment�just a software packet, like thousands I�d waded through. Except smaller, maybe. And kind of hidden somehow. I didn�t think I would have run across it unless I�d had Grampa�s instructions.
I shrugged and opened it up. I should have known better than to think that adults had interesting stuff going on.
Strange thing about that packet�it wasn�t a sight-sound-feel. It was straight feel, with a sight intensifier tacked on, and it was coordinated to kick in at three different places in the game. Each time, it lasted for only three seconds.
It took some time, but I finally figured out how to find the three different spots that activated Grampa�s strange little packet. The problem was, the codes were so complex that I couldn�t figure out what they represented. I flagged the packet, and the three places it was supposed to kick in, and went to the mall.
I reviewed the rules of the game. It was kind of a takeoff of the old Indiana Jones adventures, where I was a daring adventurer, armed with a six-shooter, a whip and a sword. I had to run a gauntlet of obstacles to achieve my ultimate goal of finding a priceless gem. I loved this game, because it was so different from real life. In this game, I knew the rules, I was equipped to handle anything that came at me, and I knew that if I just practiced enough, I�d win.
I popped in the smart card with the program, and told the server to just show me the parts I�d identified. Then I put on my goggles and
I was in a cavern, facing the smooth, suave Nazi who was my main enemy. Securely protected by a bullet-proof window, he nonchalantly lit a cigarette (oh, wow, cool!) and activated the wall of spears! I knew how to handle this, and leapt aside into a tunnel�
The giant spiders swarmed around me, climbing the rock walls to drop on me. I swept out my sword and laid waste right and left. I expertly flicked the last one off the ceiling with my whip, and impaled it on my sword as it fell. Since I disposed of them within the time limits, a beautiful woman appeared in a small window in the cavern. She smiled admiringly at me, lit a cigarette (oh, wow, cool!), and suddenly�
I laid my hands on the gem with a rush of pride. It had a wonderful heft to it, and I savored it while I covered the Nazi with my pistol. He watched helplessly, casting about for a way to escape, but I had covered every possibility. I set the gem down, and deftly lit a cigarette with one hand (oh, wow, cool!) as I gazed cooly at my enemy. He made a desperate leap at me, and I nailed him with my last bullet as he�
The program shut off, and I peeled off the goggles. What was the big deal? Those were just snippets of the same old game I�d played thousands of times. Why would Grampa be so interested in that?
I scratched my head in puzzlement. I couldn�t figure it out. I pulled on the goggles again, stared at the dull gray of the No Program screen, and triggered the packet to play by itself.
(Oh, wow, cool!)
I stared at the gray screen. It was the neatest shade of gray I�d ever seen. I stared at it in admiration for a minute. Maybe I could paint my bedroom walls that color. If I had a shirt that color, all my problems would be over.
The whole thing didn�t sink in until I took off my goggles again and I realized what had just happened. The packet was a mood and emotion packet! I�d heard of them before�the horror games used a lot of them. But the way they were used in this game didn�t make any sense. It didn�t help the story at all, and it didn�t make anything more exciting.
It just made you think smoking was cool.
I hustled home and pulled out every virtual reality game I had. Following Grampa�s instructions, I went through them on my computer. Half of them had the packet Grampa had flagged. By analyzing the binary fragments, I could tell they all used the same packet.
Now, why would they do that?

I quizzed my parents at dinner that night.
�Dad?� I asked, breaking a long silence. He and my mom looked at me in surprise. How long had it been since I�d said anything at the dinner table?
�Yes, Greg,� my dad said, looking very pleased.
�Is it illegal to advertise cigarettes?�
I could tell that he was trying to shift gears into this unexpected subject. �Well�kind of. Cigarette ads were taken off TV years ago. And radio, I suppose.�
�What about other places?�
�Well�they can still advertise in newspapers and magazines. But more and more magazines are refusing to accept them. And there are moves in Congress to limit them more.� �Why?�
My mom broke in. �Because their ads are aimed at kids.�
�Now, you don�t know that,� my dad demurred.
�I do too,� Mom said. �It�s been proven over and over again. But the tobacco lobby has so much clout, and owns so many senators, that it just about takes an Act of God to get anything done about it.� My mom is a real firebrand on this stuff.
My dad apparently decided that the important thing was to keep me talking, not to argue with Mom, so he turned to me. �Years ago, there was an ad campaign featuring a character called Joe Camel,� he told me. �He was on the billboards for Camel cigarettes. Public opinion polls surveyed kids in elementary school and junior high, and determined that Joe Camel was the second most recognized cartoon character in the country, after Mickey Mouse. Eventually, he was banned and more restrictions were placed on that kind of ad.�
�And that took years,� Mom put in. �Even after it was proven that most smokers started smoking when they were fourteen.�
�Why do you ask, Greg?� Dad inquired hopefully.
�I was just kinda wondering,� I said. �Seems like there�s still a lot of it around.�
�Yeah, they do things like sponsor car races and things,� my mom said. �They make sure their logos are prominently displayed at those events.�
�But they�re having trouble finding new ways to do it,� my dad said. �The restrictions are getting tighter and tighter.�
I�d found out what I needed. Now it made a lot of sense. And if they denied targeting kids, it made sense that they would try to hide these virtual ads. But to kill someone for it?
�What would happen if they were caught violating the advertising laws?� I asked as innocently as I could.
�They�d probably be fined,� my dad said. �Not that that would make much difference to them, because they�ve got so much money.�
�The main thing it would do, though,� my mom put in, �is it would give the anti-tobacco lobby a big PR. boost, maybe spur some major legislation that could really hurt them.�
�What could hurt them?�
�Well,� Dad said, �thousands of people die every day from tobacco-caused diseases. They have to replace them with new smokers just to keep their market share steady. Anything that impedes their ability to do so will have a major effect on profits. You could be talking millions of dollars.�
Yeah, OK, I had everything. People would kill for millions. The newspapers were full of people who killed for a lot less, every day.
Mom looked sad as she poured another cup of coffee. �Your Grampa never much liked the fact that his company was owned by a tobacco company,� she said innocently.
�Oh, really?� I kept my voice as neutral as possible.
�Yeah, he was pretty unhappy when they bought out Advanced Game-Tek,� Dad said. �He had some major disagreements with the new management.�
Mom set the coffee pot down with a bang. �He was even taken off a high-prestige project because of it,� she said disgustedly. �They assigned the virtual reality teleconferencing project to someone who wasn�t as good, but who didn�t make waves.�
My interest was fully aroused again. �Virtual reality teleconferencing? What�s that?�
Mom thought. �Well, you know about the standard teleconferencing, where people in different cities can have a meeting together if they each have a video camera, a monitor and rent some satellite time? If you have it in virtual reality, then it feels like a real meeting. Your slides and graphics are snappy, the audio and visual aspects are realistic, and in general, it makes teleconferencing as good as actually being there. It�s something SKS Holdings ordered after they took over. Your Grampa, being the best programmer with the best team, was assigned to the project�until he made a few choice comments about his new parent company.�
Dad grinned. �Something along the lines of �the morals of an alley cat in heat,� I think. It didn�t go over real well.�
Mom smiled in spite of herself. �Right after he said that, he was taken off the project. He was encouraged to take early retirement soon after that.� She sighed deeply. �I wonder if that�s what did it. I�ve heard about people who die shortly after they retire.�
I stuffed half a pork chop into my mouth so that I wouldn�t say anything.

The days of the hacker who could waltz into any file and look around are long gone. Even the most unsophisticated company has security protection that would defeat outsiders. I would have been stymied, if it weren�t for Grampa helping me again.
There was a bunch of his handwriting on the backs of the pages I�d been using to crack the software codes of the Virtual games. I hadn�t been able to figure it out, and after awhile I ignored it. But after the conversation with my parents, I pulled out the pages from under my mattress (hidden next to a copy of a lingerie catalog�s �Sizzling Sale on Hot New Swimwear!� issue) and looked them over again. They seemed like tips on how to hack into a sophisticated system, and maybe the system was the teleconferencing setup.
I went over it for an hour before I figured everything out. Some of the notes made no sense at all, until I realized that I needed to hook up a virtual reality helmet to my computer. Since they only cost about twelve billion dollars, I was completely screwed. There was no way I could afford one of those, and I couldn�t very well lug my computer down to the mall every time I wanted to use one. Just playing my adventure games was pretty much breaking my budget.
I was stopped for three days. I did nothing but think about it, day after day, hour after hour.
I was walking through school one day, brooding about Grampa. I stopped at my locker out of habit, and got the books I�d need for my next class. I couldn�t have cared less about the whole thing.
�Hi, Greg,� a female voice said. It just about scared me to death. I�d been oblivious to everyone and everything in school, so it was a surprise to find out that someone had noticed me.
I looked around, and saw Mary Adams smiling at me. Mary was in a couple of my classes. She wasn�t one of the most popular girls, although she had several friends, which was more than I could say. She was kind of nice looking, but her hairstyle and refusal to wear short leather skirts had pretty much kept her out of my fantasies.
�Hi,� I grunted. I wasn�t used to talking much in school, especially to girls.
�How are you?� she asked.
�Fine,� I grunted again. I felt my ears turning bright red.
�Listen,� she said, �I was real sorry to hear about your Grampa.�
Boy, was I impressed. Nobody in the whole school had said anything to me about Grampa. And I didn�t know what to say back to her, so I just nodded curtly. �Thanks,� I said shortly. Then I grabbed my books and hurried away.
I thought about the encounter all the way home. I wish I�d said something nicer to her, told her that I appreciated her taking the effort. She�d obviously reached out to me, and I should have asked her out on a date, or at least talked to her. But not me. I couldn�t do those things.
When I got home, I saw Gramma�s car parked outside. Since she only lived two blocks away, I wondered why she�d driven.
I soon found out. She had a big box of stuff on the kitchen table, where she and my mom were drinking tea.
�Hi, Greg, how was school today?� my mom asked.
�Fine,� I muttered. �Hi, Gramma.�
�Hi, Greg. I�ve got something for you,� she answered.
�What is it?�
�It�s a box full of sniff. I honestly don�t know what most of it is, but it was all your grandfather�s computer stuff.� She sniffed, just once, but her eyes were moist. �He loved working on computers with you, Greg. It was one of his favorite things. I know he�d want you to have all of these gadgets.�
I stood there, rooted to the floor. I wanted to say that it had been one of my favorite things too, that Grampa was the finest man I�d ever known. I wanted to say that this meant more to me than anything I could imagine. But I was just an eighth-grade nerd, and I couldn�t say what I felt�I didn�t know how. So I just stood there, looking at the box of gadgets, and then at my Gramma, and tears trickled down both of my cheeks and that was humiliating, but I was glad they were there, because I sure didn�t want Gramma to think I didn�t care about Grampa.
I walked up to the box and picked it up. �Thanks,� I managed to choke out. Then I turned and ran upstairs with it.
It wasn�t until a half hour later, after I wiped my eyes and blew my nose, that I looked inside and found the virtual reality helmet.

Another thing I remember about Grampa is fishing. I hate fishing. It�s too hot, it�s boring, and I hate the taste of fish. But I went fishing a lot.
See, Grampa loved to take me fishing. And because Grampa liked it, it was good enough for me. I even went so far as to eat the stuff.
I remember once when I was five, he took me fishing at a little stream. He must have been trout fishing, but at the time all I knew was that it was too hot and too bright. Well, Grampa saw me squinting a lot, so he gave me his baseball cap. It was way too big for me, and he adjusted it until it fit my little head. It felt like the brim stuck out a foot or more, but it did cut down on the glare.
Since I was bored when fishing, I liked to wade in the stream. No doubt, this had a negative effect on Grampa�s fishing, but he never seemed to mind. Whenever I looked over at him, he was watching me, smiling that warm smile of his. I�d smile back, and keep on wading.
The first time I went wading, my mom had words with both Grampa and me, because I had used my shoes. After that, Grampa gave me his galoshes. They were huge things; came up about to my waist, but I figured out how to keep them on when I waded, and had a great time.
Since Grampa loved to fish, I pretended to fish every once in awhile. I stood there with my little fishing rod that he�d bought at the hardware store for me. One day he stood behind me and called my name. I turned my head to look at him questioningly, and he snapped a picture. Then he gave me that big smile, and I smiled back, and went back to �fishing.�
A week or so later, he had the photo developed, and even I could tell that it turned out well. The adults all made a big fuss over it because I looked so cute, with my huge baseball cap, the enormous galoshes, and the fishing line going clear over the stream and disappearing in the bushes on the other side. And my expression was a really cute one too, so the photo was a big hit. Grampa showed it to us all, and then he put it in his wallet. He said it was his favorite picture. I knew it would be.

The next day at school, I was deep in thought about the teleconferencing monitoring. Would I be able to tell who killed Grampa? What kind of proof would I need before I killed someone? That would teach the bastard to choose someone at random and attack him.
I got my lunch and sat down at a table that was used by most of the guys in my class. A guy I knew was sitting across from me.
�Hi, Johnson,� I grunted.
�Hi, Walters,� he answered.
�How�s the chess club going?� I asked, just to be polite while I opened my carton of milk.
Heber�s voice broke in scornfully, �Walters, you faggot.� Everyone else snickered uncomfortably.
I looked to my left. Heber was sitting a couple of guys away from me, and he had overheard my inane remark. Everyone else was studiously looking at neither one of us, and Heber was looking away in disgust and superiority.
I didn�t answer. I opened the other end of the top of my milk carton, reached over in front of the guy between us, and dumped my milk against Heber�s lap and chest.
Heber lurched to his feet in surprise and rage, but I was expecting it, and was already on my feet. He turned his face to look at me, and I caught him right in the mouth with my left fist.
It hurt. It hurt a lot. Heber�s head snapped back with the impact, blood erupting from his mouth. I scrabbled out of my chair and swung my right fist at his head with all my might. I closed my eyes at the very end, but felt a bone-jarring impact with his face. When I opened my eyes, he was falling face forward toward the table. He grabbed the table to break his fall, and tried to push off from it when I jumped on him from behind, driving him down onto the tabletop.
I held him down, and only then did I realize what I had done. I never would have dreamed of having the nerve to do something like this. But I was still so filled with rage that I couldn�t stop. I grabbed him by the hair, and began pounding his face into the table. �Aren�t you glad you bothered me, Heber?� I shouted at him. �Don�t you wish you�d left me alone?! Aren�t you glad, Heber? Aren�t you glad?�
I must have pounded his face into the table eight or nine times before a teacher pulled me off.

I spent the next day at home, filling the first of a mandatory three-day suspension. My hand wasn�t broken, and I didn�t get in much trouble from my parents or the assistant principal. Heber had quite a reputation, and my squeaky clean record, along with my obvious mourning of my Grampa�s death, got me a light sentence.
I felt darned good about what I�d done to Heber. As a matter of fact, it felt great. But it didn�t do anything about Grampa, so I decided to spend the time constructively.
I worked my way through the virtual reality teleconferencing security maze with shaking fingers. Grampa�s notes guided me every step of the way, but I was tense and edgy, especially when I figured out that Grampa had guided me into the message center with the highest level of security possible. It wasn�t just that nobody was allowed to read it�hardly anybody was even allowed to use it.
I figured out that sometimes the communications were teleconferences, but more often they were basically glorified e-mail messages with two-way message capabilities, sophisticated graphics, and the latest in high-level security measures. I was happy to discover that, because those were much easier to monitor. I could rig my computer to record the e-mails when I was at school.
I snooped around in the file, and found some messages that had been sent that day. Already I could see that I had struck oil:
TO: HAWKEY, ADVANCED GAMETEK
FROM: VAN IVES, SKS PRODUCTS
SUBJECT: ADVERTISING STATUS
PLEASE UPDATE ME ON THE STATUS OF THE ADVERTISING MESSAGES PLANNED TO BE PLACED IN NEXT YEAR�S VIDEO GAME RELEASES. I HAVE SOME BRAND NAMES I�D LIKE TO HAVE INCLUDED IF IT�S NOT TOO LATE TO PUT THEM IN.
REGARDS, VAN IVES.


TO: VAN IVES, SKS PRODUCTS
FROM: HAWKEY, ADVANCED GAMETEK
SUBJECT: STATUS
PLANS FOR THE AD MESSAGES ARE ALMOST FINALIZED. WE CAN INCORPORATE YOUR CHANGE REQUESTS IF THEY ARE MINOR AND DELIVERED QUICKLY.
REGARDS, HAWKEY.

I monitored the secret message channel for a week, and started fitting some pieces of the puzzle together. I finally figured out that there were four conspirators involved in the advertising campaign, but I wasn�t sure how many were involved in the plot to kill Grampa. But they were all real highly placed: Dirk Klemhauser, the president of the whole SKS Products consortium; Dave Hawkey, the president of Advanced GameTek; Luke Van Ives, the president of the SKS Products tobacco company; and Manny Gunderson, who was only identified as Klemhauser�s special assistant. They all did a lot of talking through the virtual reality teleconferencing because the four were placed in three different cities. Only Gunderson and Klemhauser worked in the same building.
After a week, I had a lot of documentation on the ad messages. Checks on lower security levels showed that they never talked about them unless they were on top security. I got hard copies of everything, but this was just a sidelight. I was interested only in Grampa. Who killed him? Who was going to have to pay?
I hadn�t hacked into their system until long after the funeral, so there was no way for me to check on any planning they had done. And the longer it went, the less likely it was that the subject would come up.
That night, I had a terrible dream. I dreamed I was walking in a meadow with Grampa, and we were talking and laughing and having a great time. I was feeling really good but all of a sudden four men jumped out from behind a bush and attacked Grampa! I tried to help him, but I was frozen with fear, and couldn�t move. I watched helplessly as they killed him. Then I looked back at Grampa�s body, and it was already in a casket, and we were in church at the funeral.
I woke up, shaking. The last image was so strong, so vivid, that it took a long time to shake it out of my mind. It was horrible! The picture of Grampa, lying dead in his coffin, just haunted me! Me, who had nothing to feel guilty about! It was too bad that his killers couldn�t have that kind of nightmare.
�I�ll bet I could give it to them.

Mom is real big about documenting the family history, and had taken pictures at Grampa�s funeral. I got up and snuck downstairs to get the photos. I grabbed the whole bunch and went back upstairs. I booted up my computer as I steeled myself, and then went through them.
When I got to the picture of Grampa, it was like an electric shock. My hands shook, and my vision got blurry as I stared at him, lying so stem and dignified, dressed in his best suit that he rarely wore, lying dead in a coffin.
I opened up my computer scanner and put the picture in it.
Somebody was gonna be sorry.

The four conspirators had scheduled a big teleconference three days from then. I did an enormous amount of research during those three days, bugging the heck out of the computer instructors after school. They all seemed glad to help, and were real surprised to be working with me. As a matter of fact, school had improved quite a bit. Nobody bothered me now. Some of the guys who had also been bothered by Heber said �hi� to me in the halls. Lots of people looked at my heavily bandaged left fist with admiration. I�d only seen Heber once since I got back, and his face was swollen and puffy.
I went up to my computer teacher after class, and started firing questions at her.
�I didn�t know you were so interested in computers,� she told me.
�Yeah, I�m really into it,� I told her. �My grampa worked for Advanced GameTek, and we did a lot of hacking around together. Multi-media, 3-D programming, that kind of stuff.�
She shook her head. �Well, you�re wasting your time in this class. You should be in one of the advanced programs. Let�s arrange a placement test for you, to see where you should be. Someone with your skills should be much higher up.�
I don�t know why, but the thought was kind of exciting. We talked for awhile longer, and then she sent me to another teacher who was the advisor for the computer club. He and I got along real well, which was surprising, since I don�t interact with adults very well. I gave him a censored version of my idea, and we worked out a lot of technical details.
�Have you ever thought of joining us in the computer club?� he asked. �We meet once a week and have a good time. We have professionals come in and talk with us sometimes. And the club is almost half girls. You�d like it.�
I�d never joined anything in school before, and so it surprised me that I was actively considering it. I wrote down the details of when the next meeting was, and left.

On the day of the teleconference, I pretended to have the flu. It took forever for my mom to stop fussing around me and go to work, and then I finally had the house to myself.
When the conference started, I felt really creepy. It was like it was real! I was sitting in a virtual boardroom, in one of the chairs around the conference table. Four men were sitting around me, but they didn�t look at me, they didn�t notice me. It was like I was invisible! I looked from one to the other and held my breath, squirming with discomfort.
They sat right next to me, arrayed around the table. The virtual reality removed the helmet they all had to wear, and gave an active picture of their faces instead. I sized them up while they made small talk.
Klemhauser, the chairman, was a balding man with an oversized mustache. He kept making lame jokes, and everyone else laughed much too loud. They must be afraid of him, I thought. They�re all trying to kiss his butt.
Hawkey was a little mouse of a man who kept looking darkly at Van Ives and anxiously at Klemhauser. Everything he said, even the jokes he made, were forced and stilted, like in a bad movie I�d seen about business people. He avoided Gunderson�s gaze.
Van Ives was a fat man with a sweaty red face. His voice was so loud that I wondered if his helmet needed adjusting, but nobody mentioned it. He told long, pointless stories with great enthusiasm and enormous volume. He kept glancing at Gunderson, trying to exchange smiles.
Gunderson sat immobile, and laughed only when Klemhauser made a joke. His craggy face, with flinty, cynical eyes, swept the other two subordinates with stony indifference. He�s the hatchet man, I thought. He�s the most dangerous one.
I had the teleconferencing monitor on �record,� and it responded to my head and eye cues to show whatever I was looking at.
Klemhauser started the meeting by talking about budget cuts. �These cuts are necessary,� he said, �because we�re channeling a lot of money into our new advertising project. This is the first time we�ve attempted this kind of subliminal advertising, and it takes a lot of research to perfect it. We also have to monitor it extensively, to see if it�s having the effect we want, and we�re channeling a large proportion of the money into a legal and P.R. defense fund in case we�re ever discovered.�
�What will our official story be, if that ever happens?� Hawkey asked.
Klemhauser glanced at Gunderson, who answered. �Our position is that software packets similar to this one are used in virtually every virtual reality game. It merely is used to enhance the savoir-faire of specific characters. It�s an embellishment that shows our commitment to making the best virtual reality games in the world, and any charge that it is youth-oriented advertising is preposterous raving from radical fringe groups�the same fringe element that objects so stridently when smokers exercise their right to enjoy a legal product that�s never been proven to be harmful.�
They all nodded, satisfied. Van Ives had a slight grin. �That�s very good,� he said. Gunderson glanced at him expressionlessly.
�What is the awareness of our project?� Klemhauser asked.
�Zero,� Gunderson said flatly. �Nobody knows. And the code is so buried in the games that nobody could find it, even if they could break into the game�s underpinnings.�
�What about the software team that developed it?� Van Ives asked.
Hawkey leaned forward. �Each member of the team has been promoted beyond their experience and educational levels. Personnel reports that they are all living lifestyles in accordance with their inflated salaries. Simply put, if they lost their present jobs, they�d never get anything else that�s close. They�d be ruined financially.�
Everyone else nodded and made approving noises. Klemhauser said, �Any other security concerns?�
There was silence for a moment, and then Van Ives said, �There was that potential leak at Advanced Game-Tek.� He looked keenly at Hawkey.
Gunderson spoke up before Hawkey could answer. �That�s been taken care of,� he said flatly.
�No comebacks?� Van Ives persisted.
Gunderson shook his head with finally, while Hawkey looked uncomfortable. I quickly targeted Hawkey and hit my �implement� button. He jumped visibly with shock and surprise as the picture of Grampa in his coffin was flashed before his eyes for a fraction of a second. Everyone looked at him.
�Are you OK?� Klemhauser asked.
�Yeah. Sure.� Hawkey looked visibly shaken.
�Well, I�m glad there are no loose ends on that issue,� Van Ives said. I targeted him, and hit the �implement� button again. He opened his mouth to say something, and closed it again. �I�uh�I wish it hadn�t been necessary.�
�None of us wanted it to happen,� Klemhauser snapped. �But we all agreed that it was necessary. Let�s move on, shall we?�
They hastily moved to other subjects, everyone seeming considerably subdued. I waited for ten minutes or so, and then hit Hawkey again with Grampa�s picture. This time, someone else was talking, and nobody noticed as he jolted again.
Another ten minutes, and the meeting began to wind down. I rigged the system to give all of them a flash of the picture just as they turned off their helmets, so they wouldn�t be able to tell that they each got it at the same time.
They ended the meeting, but I stayed connected in case one of them got back on. None of them did. I wondered what was going through their minds, but had no way to tell yet. It had all been very exciting, but kind of unsatisfying at the end. I activated the automatic monitoring program, and turned off my helmet.
A picture of my Grampa in a casket had done some pretty impressive things to these corporate bigshots. But it was a fairly static image. It seemed to me that I could do a lot better than that if I really gave it some thought.
I spent a lot of time, a lot of research, and a lot of thought on the new dream I wanted to give those guys. It took days, working on it during school, thinking about it during class, getting rebuked by all of my teachers, developing it before school, after school, and late into the night. In the meantime, I kept using the picture of Grampa in his casket until I had something better to jolt them with. And when I finally finished, I was kinda proud of it. I wondered if anyone else in junior high would be able to do something like it.
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I was walking with my best friend in a beautiful meadow. We were having a great time, laughing and joking and enjoying each others� company. All of a sudden, a huge hole appeared in the earth, and he fell into it! I stared in disbelief as he screamed in fear, grabbing a branch that kept him from falling into the infinite depths. �Help me, help me!� he cried, and I felt incredible urgency and fear for my friend, my best buddy, my pal.
All of a sudden, I looked at him, and it wasn�t my best friend�it was Al Melfred instead! But I felt the same urgency about saving him, because I felt about him like I felt about my best friend! But then the branch broke, and he fell and fell and fell, and he screamed and screamed and screamed, and all I could see was his face as he fell to his death!
I stared down the hole, not able to believe the horror of what I�d Just seen. All of a sudden, a hand grabbed my shoulder from behind. Yikes! It almost scared me to death! I whirled around, and there was Al Melfred staring at me with the face of death. �You did this to me,� he said.
I peeled the virtual reality helmet off my head, and wiped my forehead. I�d designed this, I had known what it would do, and it still scared me to death. It made me feel awful. This oughta do quite a number on those jerks.
Over the course of the next few days, I planted the nightmare in all four of them several times when they were using e-mail. Hawkey seemed to be my weakest link, so I hit him with it most often. And a few days after I started it, I came home from school and saw that I�d shaken something loose:
HAWKEY: WHAT�S THE STATUS OF THE PROBLEM YOU ADDRESSED LAST MONTH?
GUNDERSON: COMPLETE.
VAN IVES: ANY FOLLOWUP? ANY REPERCUSSIONS?
GUNDERSON: NONE.
HAWKEY: IT�S BEEN BOTHERING ME LATELY.
VAN IVES: ME TOO.
GUNDERSON: RELAX. THERE�S NO PROBLEM HERE. NOBODY SUSPECTS A THING.
HAWKEY: ARE YOU SURE?
GUNDERSON: WHAT�S YOUR PROBLEM?
VAN IVES: I�M CONCERNED ABOUT SOMEBODY FINDING OUT ABOUT IT.
GUNDERSON: I CHECKED INTO THE CORONER�S REPORT. IT�S OFFICIALLY LISTED AS A FATAL HEART ATTACK. THE KILLER SOFTWARE ERASED ITSELF AFTER RUNNING. THERE�S NO TRAIL. KLEMHAUSER IS PLEASED. FORGET ABOUT IT.

I made a copy of that exchange, like I�d done for all of them. They were in my computer, and hard copies were stuffed into the hole in the tree that only me and Grampa knew about. I knew what they were talking about, but I wanted to have solid proof that would stand up in court. Or maybe for my own peace of mind. When I killed whoever was responsible, I wanted to be sure of it before I did it.

Oh my God there�s a man with a ski mask jumping out of the shrubs and he�s got a gun and no don�t shoot and the sound of the gunshot ruptured my eardrums and the blast caught me in the chest and I was on the ground and everything went dark!
I peeled off my helmet, breathing hard. I had reduced the reality setting before previewing the packet that had killed Grampa, but it was still pretty powerful stuff. At full power, it would probably do the job on all four of those corporate guys.
It had been easy to lift that packet from Grampa�s Virtual Meadow recording and put it into my computer. I could trigger it any time I wanted. I just had to find out who deserved it.
And then I�d be done, and nobody would have a clue.

The next day in school, I followed Tiffany Montgomery from our computer class again. This time she was wearing a short, tight skirt with a leopard pattern. I wondered where anyone came up with so many skimpy skirts. I also wondered what her parents were like, to let her wear that stuff. Not that I was complaining.
Since computer class had been so boring, I�d spent the time thinking about killing Grampa�s killers. I was feeling pretty bloodthirsty about it.
My mind had wandered from Tiffany�s skirt, which was lucky. I looked to one side, and saw Bruce Heber and his friends glowering at me from the side of the hall. Instinctively, I looked down, and then caught myself and looked back at him. His face was still lumpy and puffy, with red tinges around his nose and mouth. The bloodthirsty attitude brought about by Grampa�s killers stayed with me long enough to give me some courage. I stopped walking, and looked at him.
�What�s your problem, Heber?� I said.
�What�s yours?� he shot back.
I didn�t have a snappy answer, and was keenly aware that noise had died down considerably in the hall. I scrambled for something to say.
�Any time you wanna try again, you just let me know,� I said.
He glowered at me, but didn�t say anything. I turned and walked away, my back feeling very exposed. I noticed Mary Adams and some of her friends watching with wide eyes, and it felt good. I passed a couple of other jerks who weren�t as tough as Heber, but who used to bother me sometimes. They glanced at me quickly, and looked away as they kept walking.
Johnson and Andrews were walking together, and they came up to me.
�Hi, Walters,� Johnson said.
�Hi, guys.�
They walked with me in silence for a minute. Then Andrews said, �Heber�s face looks like a roasted marshmallow.�
Johnson and I laughed in surprise. Johnson said, �It looks like someone danced the polka on it.�
I laughed again. �And the worst thing is, it looks better than it did before.�
All three of us laughed, which felt good.
�Hey,� Johnson said, �if we pick up the pace a little bit, we�ll be able to see Tiffany Montgomery from behind.�
�You�ve noticed her too?� I asked.
�Hasn�t everybody?� Andrews answered.
We all chuckled, and walked faster.



Bargaining

I walked home from school, feeling pretty good. I�d gone through the whole day without being bothered or humiliated�not once. I couldn�t think of the last time that happened.
I was making progress on finding Grampa�s killer. And I was ready to retaliate, as soon as I was sure of my target. The best part of it was, nobody would ever suspect a thing.
I smiled dreamily. I�d learned a lot. I�d taught myself a lot of new stuff. And I was going to kill the person who�d killed Grampa. I would have liked to tell him about it.
I slowed down, my smile fading. I could imagine myself telling Grampa all of this. But it didn�t seem right. It didn�t work in my mind. I kept picturing Grampa�s disapproving frown, which I had seen, although rarely used against me. But in my mind, it was directed at me now.
�Hmmmmmmm,� I could hear him say. �That doesn�t sound like the Greg I know. Don�t go killing anyone on my account. I don�t want that on my conscience. Or yours, either.�
I stopped walking, and kicked at the sidewalk for awhile. I didn�t like this. I didn�t like it at all. I wanted them to feel what Grampa felt. I wanted revenge for how I felt. I wanted to kill them.
But the more I thought about it, I knew Grampa wouldn�t like it. And if I ever saw him again, somewhere, I wanted to be able to look him straight in the eye like I always had. And I wanted to see his crinkly smile as he looked back, two equals who had the highest possible opinion of each other.
I sighed a sigh of deep regret, and looked skywards. �OK, Grampa,� I said out loud. �I won�t kill them. I promise.�

I felt better. I hurried home, because I had a lot to do before everything was finished. I slipped past my mom with no trouble, and went up to my room. I quickly booted the computer and reached under the mattress for Grampa�s notes.
They weren�t there.
I felt around, and then lifted the mattress up. There was the lingerie catalog. I looked underneath it. Nothing. I rooted frantically under the bed, and between the bed and the wall. Nothing.
Grampa�s notes were gone.
In a panic, I tore through my room. Maybe I�d left them somewhere else, even though I knew I hadn�t. Rooted through my drawers. My God, they�re gone, who would have taken them, what does this mean? I could probably do without them now, but how could they have disappeared?
Someone knocked at my door, and I quickly shoved the drawers shut. �What?� I called.
My mom opened the door, and looked searchingly at me. �Hi,� she said.
�What?� I asked again. I�d been told that it was rude to say �Whattaya-want?� I cast my eyes over the room, trying to figure out somewhere else I might have left those pages.
Mom brought her hand out from behind her back. I stared in shock at Grampa�s notes in her hand. She held them out. �Looking for these?�
I stared at them, helpless.
�What are these?� she asked.
I worked my mouth uselessly. �What�how��
�I found them under your mattress,� she said. �I know it�s a horrible thing for a mother to do, but I was so worried about you these days that I decided I�d see if I could find out what was going on in your life. I expected to find the lingerie catalog, but I didn�t expect to find these.�
The lingerie catalog. The implications flooded me, and I stared at her with shock and mortification. My face turned flaming hot, and I knew it was bright red. �The lingerie catalog�I �it�there�s this article�on�on��
She smiled slightly. �Relax,� she said. She touched my flaming cheek with a cool hand. �The catalog means you�re a normal teenager. Every boy has a magazine like that, and they all hide it under their mattress. Your dad told me about the Playboy he had under his when he was your age.�
My Dad??
She showed me Grampa�s notes again. �But then I find these technical notes, with my dad�s handwriting all over them, and you�re busy on your computer all the time. What�s going on?�
I shrugged sullenly. �Nothin�. Just hacking around.�
I sat on the bed, looking at my feet. There was a long silence.
�Listen,� she said finally. �I�ve been having a hard time lately. My dad�s death has hit me real hard.�
Yeah, well, me too, I thought. But I looked at her in surprise. I didn�t think adults had problems like that.
�Some things just never made sense to me,� she went on. �At first I thought, the death of a loved one never makes sense. But I can�t get over the fact that some little things just don�t add up.� Her voice was getting a little choked up, and I quickly looked at the floor again. But she wasn�t finished. �It�s been keeping me awake at nights, it�s been keeping me from functioning normally, it�s caused problems between your father and me.� I looked at her quickly, shocked into concern. Her eyes were brimming with tears as she looked at me. �Please,� she said. �I really need to know.�
I�d never thought of my mother as a real person before, and it was a very unnerving thought. I stared at her as my mind reeled to adjust to this new reality. Suddenly, I realized what a relief it would be if I could just tell somebody about it.
�Somebody killed Grampa,� I blurted. �He was murdered. And I�m going after whoever did it.�
I thought she�d ground me for a year. I thought she�d call the police. I thought she�d forbid me from ever touching a computer again. I thought she�d do a lot of things, but I never thought I�d sit there and watch as her face crumpled into the most horrible grief I�d ever seen.
It seemed like hours. It seemed like weeks. It seemed like it was forever as she sat on my bed and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. I sat next to her and didn�t know what to do. I finally put my arm around her, which was the first time in months that I�d touched either of my parents willingly, and I tried to think of what my dad did when she cried, but I didn�t know because I�d never seen anyone cry like this before, much less my mom. After awhile I realized that she was crying because Grampa was gone, and someone had taken him away from us before it was time, and I�d been so busy plotting my revenge that I�d kind of forgotten that, then I started crying too.
After awhile, she got up and brought back a box of tissue. We both sat quietly for awhile, sniffing and blowing our noses, and then she asked, �How do you know he was murdered? And what do you mean, you�re going after the people who did it?�
I told her the whole story, and let her see some of the stuff I�d collected. It didn�t take long to convince her I wasn�t making it up.
�What�s your plan?� she asked.
�I don�t know,� I admitted. �When I get enough proof, I guess I�ll turn it over to the cops.�
�You�re dealing with killers,� Mom pointed out. �This can�t be safe.�
�It�s completely safe,� I insisted, realizing why I hadn�t told anyone about it before. �Grampa rigged it so I�m completely invisible. They don�t have any idea that I�m there. And I�m recording everything so I�ll have some solid proof. And if anything goes wrong, I just turn off my computer, and�poof!�I�m gone.�
�Shouldn�t we tell someone about it now? And then supply the evidence when we get it?�
�I�ve given this a lot of thought, Mom,� I said. �If there�s the slightest hint that someone is on to them, they�ll bail out. Go somewhere else, someplace where Grampa doesn�t have a bug. And then we�ll never be able to catch his killer.�
�But a computer professional of some kind could help out,� Mom insisted.
�Name one you could trust not to rat on us,� I challenged.
She didn�t answer.
�Face it,� I said. �We�re messing with a big company, with lots and lots of money. You said they own half the senators in Washington. I don�t trust anybody to be on our side. Nobody.�
She sat in silence for awhile, and then nodded. �You�re right. See, I keep telling you, you�re a very bright boy.� I grimaced, and she continued. �You can keep on doing this,� she decided. �I�ll tell your dad about it, but nobody else. Just keep me informed and for heaven�s sake, be careful!�
�There�s no risk here,� I assured her.
�Just so you�re careful,� she repeated.
�I promise.�
�One more thing,� she said, and stood up. �Get the bastard who killed your Grampa.� She tossed the notes on the bed and walked out of the room.

Another memory I have of Grampa involves a fire truck he gave me for my seventh birthday. It was the neatest fire truck I�d ever seen, because it had two detachable hoses. One of them would fit a water faucet, and you could turn on the water and use the other hose to aim the water flow. I thought it was just absolutely the coolest thing in the world.
Mom would never let me play with the hose attachment, but once when Grampa was babysitting while my parents went out, he had me take it out to the garage. Then while I hooked it up, he got a cardboard box and used a magic marker to draw doors and windows and a roof onto the box. And then he set it on fire! It was up to me and my cool fire truck to put out the fire in the �house.� It was the biggest thrill I�d ever had.
When my parents came home and I told them about it with high excitement, my mom was mortified. She�d envisioned all kinds of fire catastrophes I would cause because Grampa had done that. So I had to put up with a lecture on fire safety. Sitting there sandwiched between my mom and dad, I looked over at Grampa, sitting across the room. And he smiled crinkly-eyed at me, and I smiled back, and we both knew that the thrill of the fire was worth any kind of lecture we got.

I kept on monitoring the high security channel. I was especially interested because Klemhauser and Gunderson had summoned Hawkey and Van Ives to a face-to-face meeting at their office. I had no way of knowing what they talked about, so I was eager to eavesdrop on the post-meeting messages.
They all seemed pretty routine, and I didn�t understand a lot of them. But I was pleased to see that they were scheduling another teleconference. I figured I could catch up on where they were in the ad campaign when I monitored that.
I was pretty sure that my electronic nightmares would have had some effect by now, and they�d talk about Grampa in more detail tomorrow. Then I�d have all of the evidence I needed. I�d have to skip school again, which was fine with me. The nice thing about my mom knowing what was going on was I didn�t have to fake an illness.
I told my mom about the teleconference the next day, and she granted permission to stay home and monitor it. She wanted to stay home too, but I assured her that it wasn�t necessary. She would have insisted, but she had some big project at work.
So I was alone in the house again, which was the way I liked it, when the teleconference began. I was pretty used to the setup now, and sat smugly in my invisibility as the others gathered around the table.
�Let�s get this underway,� Klemhauser said abruptly, bringing the meeting to order. I glanced around at the others. They all looked haggard and tense.
�We all know why we�re here,� Klemhauser continued. �None of us has been sleeping well. We�ve all been having nightmares. As a matter of fact, we�ve all been having the same kind of nightmares. And we�ve all been seeing the same images. Exactly the same.� He paused for dramatic effect, while I listened breathlessly. He reached under the table and brought out some kind of switch. �Yesterday, we found out why. And now, let�s find out who!�
I watched uncomprehendingly as he flicked the switch. Then they all cried out in surprise. Hawkey jumped a foot, Gunderson and Van Ives swore, and they all stared directly at me!
�Oh, Jesus!� Hawkey yelled. �He�s right next to me!�
�Shit!� cried Klemhauser at the same time. �There really is somebody!�
I sat rooted, immobile with shock. I stared back at them and just about crapped in my pants.
Gunderson was looking behind me. �Hold him!� he roared. Hawkey and Van Ives each grabbed one of my arms and held me immobile. I wasn�t really there�I was sitting alone in my room�but I couldn�t move�I couldn�t get away�the only thing my brain knew was that someone was holding my arms!
Gunderson scrambled around the table, pushing people out of his way. He hit me across the face, hard. My head snapped around and my vision blurred with pain. �Who are you?� he roared. He hit me again, and I would have fallen to the floor if I hadn�t been held. Get out, get out, I was telling myself. Kill the connection! But they had me. I couldn�t move.
Gunderson grabbed me by the throat. �Listen, you bastard,� he hissed. �The only way you�re getting out alive is if you cooperate! Now, start talking!�
I stared at him. Every line in his face screamed �hatchetman!� And as I looked into his eyes, I knew. I knew for dead certain. �You did it,� I said. �You killed Al Melfred.�
�Oh, Jesus!� Hawkey wailed. �Somebody knows!�
�How did you find out?� Van Ives demanded. �How the hell does he know?�
�Shut up, both of you!� roared Klemhauser.
I kept looking at Gunderson, who was backing away. �They approved it,� I told him, �but you did it. You were in charge of the project.�
Gunderson reached under the table and pulled out something. I stared helplessly as he raised it up, and I saw it was a sawed-off shotgun. �Step aside,� he snarled at Hawkey and Van Ives, and they moved away from me, but didn�t let my arms go.
I stared down the barrels with wide eyes, and opened my mouth to protest. Gunderson triggered both barrels right at my chest from a distance of four feet. It felt like a mule kicked me with both feet, and the impact roared and echoed in my ears and my chest disintegrated into a shower of crimson blood. I was hurled backwards, and they must have let me go because I slammed back into the wall and my head hit the corner of something hard that might have been the dresser in my bedroom. Gunderson shot me again, but the sound and the pain was duller and farther away, and the image wasn�t nearly as clear; as I slipped slowly away I kept thinking, sorry Grampa, so sorry, I�m so sorry�

�He�s coming around,� a strange man�s voice said.
�Thank God,� my mom�s voice said.
I tried to see, but couldn�t. A searing pain cut through my head, and I groaned.
�Take it easy,� the man�s voice said. �You�re got a slight concussion. Lie quietly.�
�Wha��
�It�s OK, Greg,� Mom said. �I came home early to see how it went. I found you unconscious. This is a paramedic.�
�Your heart was going a mile a minute,� the paramedic said. �I�ve got you on a sedative.�
I tried to talk. I had to talk. �I�it��
�Shhhhh,� Mom said. �Lie still.�
I screwed up my nerve, and flinched as I felt for my chest. I took several seconds to realize that it was all in one piece, even though it was throbbing in pain.
�His heart�s taking off again,� the paramedic said. �Maybe I�d better give him a stronger sedative.�
�Mom!� I whispered.
�Yes, honey.�
�It was a trap. Turn off� the computer��
My mom sprang away from the bed, and quickly returned. �The computer�s off, Greg. Now, lie still.� She must have turned to the paramedic. �Is he going to be OK?�
�If I can just get his heart rate to stay down,� the paramedic said, rummaging in a bag.
�Mom!�
�Yes, Greg. You�ve got to calm down.�
I was slipping down into a soft bed of pink cotton candy. �They know� where we are. Call police right now.�
�I�ll call 9-1-1 right now,� Mom said, and sprang away from the bed again.
�Well, what do you know?� the paramedic commented as I slipped into a deep, drugged sleep. �His heart�s calming down.�

When I woke up again, my mom and dad were sitting by my bed, looking down at me. �Here he is,� my dad said softly. �How you doing, Greg-man?�
�How are you feeling, honey?� Mom asked.
�Sore,� I muttered thickly. �What day is it?�
�It�s just afternoon,� Dad said. �What happened?�
I tried to sit up, but decided it was a really bad idea. �Are the cops here?�
Mom smiled grimly. �Yes, they�re here. You said something about a trap?�
I sighed and closed my eyes as I remembered. �Yeah. They figured out what I was doing, and must have gone in to the teleconference system to look for Grampa�s bug. They must have found it.�
�How would they figure out what you were doing?� Dad asked.
�I made a mistake,� I muttered. �I think it was that I gave the same images and the same nightmares to all of them. They must have compared notes sometime when they were meeting in person. Then they had their own software people work up the trap. Am I gonna be OK?�
�The paramedics say you�ll be fine,� Dad said. �They say you got quite a shock. They said it�s lucky you�re so young and resilient. If you�d been even twenty years older, this would have killed you.�
�Oh, wow. Wow.�
�The police are waiting to see if you want to make a statement,� Mom said.
�Yeah,� I said. �They were all in on it. All four approved Grampa�s murder. Gunderson oversaw the programming, and switched the disk.�
Mom got up and poked her head out the door. �Officer! Could you come here, please?�
I talked for an hour. When I finished, the office said, �I�ll take the evidence with me, and we�ll start making arrests.�
We watched him drive off, and then my dad went to the phone.
�What are you doing?� Mom asked.
�If they�re making arrests tonight,� my dad said, �I thought it would be nice if the news cameras were there to record the events.�
Mom smiled at the thought. Then she said, �Why should we watch it on TV? Why don�t we show up in person?�
Dad laughed. �Good idea. I�ll just make sure the rest of the country sees it on TV.�
I hadn�t seen them laugh together in a long time.
�Won�t they be done by the time we get there?� I asked. �The cop said they were going to start making arrests.�
�Nah,� Dad said. �He may have said that, but they�ll need more time than that. They have to review the evidence, and get an arrest warrant signed. I think we�ve got time.�
Hawkey�s office was in the Advanced GameTek building. We drove there, and went to the executive floor to wait for the cops and reporters.
Mom brought her camera.
We sat in a waiting area on the executive floor, with mom instructing us to look inconspicuous. �I want to see this,� she whispered. �I don�t want security people or policemen sending us away.� I hunched down in my chair, and watched my dad do the same. Nobody seemed to notice us.
Fifteen minutes after we showed up, the elevator opened and disgorged two cops and a camera crew. As they stepped out of the elevator, every eye on the floor turned to look. The hardwood floor echoed under their footsteps as they strode down past the rows of secretaries� desks toward Hawkey�s office. We walked over there too, hanging back enough to be unworthy of notice. Hawkey�s secretary stood up as everyone approached, her eyes wide and her mouth open. The cops unbuttoned their gun holsters.
�What�s going on?� she asked.
�Is Mr. Hawkey in?� the first cop asked. She nodded mutely.
The cops opened the office door and stepped inside. �Mr. David Hawkey?� the first cop asked in a voice loud enough to be heard all over the floor.
An unintelligible answer came from inside.
�We�re police officers,� the first cop continued. �You�re under arrest for the murder of Al Melfred.�
His secretary�s face turned white as a sheet, and she sank into her chair, her mouth forming a perfect �O.�
The cops moved farther into the office. �Step away from the paper shredder,� the second cop ordered. �Hold out your hands.� We heard the unmistakable sound of handcuffs being applied.
My mom stepped into the middle of the hall and called out in a loud voice, �Can I have your attention please? Everyone come out into the hall! It�s extremely urgent!�
Office doors opened by the dozens, and heads appeared just in time to see Hawkey led out of his office in handcuffs. The first cop was saying, ��If you give up the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney��
Hawkey looked positively ill. He stared wildly with frankly appalled eyes, and dozens of people stared back. My mom started taking pictures. The reporter dashed forward, wielding a microphone.
�Mr. Hawkey! Why did you kill Al Melfred?�
Hawkey stared at her with sick eyes. He worked his mouth feebly, but no sound came out. But everyone who had overheard the question was shocked and appalled, and I heard an alarmed buzzing: ��Killed Al Melfred! � I thought it was a heart attack! � Why would he do that? � Al was the nicest man�� Hawkey was led through a corridor of staring eyes and shocked faces�the camera focused on his face, the reporter barking questions, and my mom taking pictures. I walked in front of them, drinking in the look on his face. It was what I�d wanted to see for a long time. It was satisfying and triumphant, but it was all necessary because Grampa was dead, and I felt a light stinging behind my eyes.
The cops didn�t allow us in their elevator, so we took the other one and beat them down into the lobby. A horde of people had gathered, and watched in silent shock as their president was paraded past them in handcuffs.

The videotape made the late night news, complete with an information packet my dad supplied. The next day, it was the second story on the national news. I watched as Van Ives, red faced and perspiring, was dragged out of his office, shouting loudly. Klemhauser, feebly attempting to pretend that nothing was wrong, was trying to joke with reporters as he was led away. There was some great footage of Gunderson being tackled as he tried to run to his car, and being subdued by police. Since I had told them that Gunderson was the dangerous one, ten cops were on hand for his arrest.
They were all being held without bail. Camera crews ambushed their attorneys, who had nothing to say.



Acceptance

The interviews lasted for days. National networks carried the story, with clips of the subliminal ads, looking lousy on plain old TV, and clips of me explaining everything. Coast to coast, people saw the gunman who had killed Grampa, and they also saw Gunderson firing the shotgun into my chest. My mom was the most active speaker, and her comment that �in some corporations, only the scum rises to the top� was aired over and over again.
Advanced GameTek and SKS Holdings disavowed all knowledge of the activities of the four conspirators, fired all four of them, and did everything they could to distance themselves from the whole fiasco.
�Why did they do that?� I asked Mom and Dad. �Why didn�t they use the legal defense fund they were gathering?�
�It wouldn�t do any good in the face of such overwhelming evidence,� Dad explained. �It was meant for things like disputing charges that their ads were aimed at kids; that kind of thing. It was never meant as a cover for murder.�
Mom agreed. �All the company can do now is try to cut their losses, and leave those four as scapegoats. They�re hoping that the public will be satisfied with that.�
They weren�t. The TV news magazines did segments on me and Grampa, and a few senators came to get first-hand experience with the ads that were placed in the virtual games. A rash of new legislation was introduced to severely limit tobacco ads of all kinds, along with a bunch of other legislation on the industry.
Back at school, everybody noticed me now. I was kind of a celebrity. Even the to-die-for Tiffany Montgomery favored me with a few glances, and looked straight at me once. I looked right past her, and walked over to Mary Adams.
�Hi,� I said.
�Hi!� she said, surprised.
�I wanted to tell you I�m sorry for being rude when you talked to me about my Grampa,� I said.
�Oh, that�s OK,� she said, not sure what to say.
�I appreciated the thought,� I said. �I was just so sad I didn�t know how to act.�
She squeezed my arm. �I understand. Don�t worry about it.�
The next step was still quite a plunge, but it wasn�t as hard as I thought it was a few months ago. �I was�uh�I was wondering if you�d like to go to a movie with me sometime.�
Her face lit up. She really was quite pretty. �Sure!�
We arranged the details, and then the bell rang for the next class. �I�ll see you later,� she said, moving off.
�Sure.� I stood smiling, and watched her walk away. Then I headed to class. I walked right past Tiffany Montgomery, but I didn�t even glance her way.

With everything over, I was able to think about the good times with Grampa again. Before every date with Mary, I�d look skywards and smile, because I knew that Grampa was up there, rooting me on. He�d have liked Mary, and he�d have liked the fact that I had a girlfriend.
Thinking about the good times was Gramma�s suggestion, and it helped me deal with the fact that Grampa was dead. I wondered if she did the same thing, but who knows how adults handle stuff?
One of the things I kept thinking about was that fishing trip when I was five. I wondered what happened to that picture that Grampa took of me, with the huge galoshes, enormous hat and innocent expression. I asked Gramma about it, but she didn�t know what happened to it. So I looked around Grampa�s house, and our house, to see if it was anywhere. Gramma even went through Grampa�s wallet and stuff, but it wasn�t there.
Everybody in the family had got involved in the search after awhile, because it was Grampa�s favorite picture of his grandson. And everybody was real disappointed when I gave up, and said it was nowhere to be found. My mom, especially, she was bummed, because it was her dad�s favorite picture of her kid.
I don�t know; it�s weird. After the first disappointment, it never really bothered me that I couldn�t find it. I was kind of glad that it disappeared when he died.
I like to think he took it with him.
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