
 Throughout its brief lifespan, humanity has been plagued with an almost countless 

number of horrors. Diseases: the microscopic and the grotesque. Wars that destroyed not only 

faith and trust but also innumerable lives. Love quickly followed by heartbreak. Crushed dreams, 

fallen gods. More damaging than the horrors themselves was the fact that they lived on far past 

their last day, leaving empty rooms but completely full memories. It was these memories, these 

ghostly footprints, which humanity yearned to destroy. And they did. 

--- 

A gentle layer of fog drifted through the morning air as a girl emerged from an apartment 

block into its blur. It was the sort of fog that one almost doesn’t notice. There was no cloud like 

quality to it, but just a general feeling of blurriness, as if the whole world were being seen 

through some ill- prescribed lenses.  

 The girl walked briskly through the swirling colors of early morning. She adjusted the 

messenger bag slung across her chest and tugged at her coat, her chilled breath adding to the 

morning’s obscurity. The streets were deserted save herself and a couple early morning runners. 

She smiled at them politely and they at her, but as soon as they passed she let them slip from her 

mind. It was a tactic taught early on and one that proved effective. Say she’d found one of the 

runners attractive? Say she’d imagined the smile much warmer than it actually had been. Well, 

all sorts of discomfort and misdirected emotion might have formed from such a 

misunderstanding. Yes, it’s better to just forget.  

The girl broke into a jog the last few feet before her destination to make it through a door 

being held for her. She offered the man her brief and forgettable smile and walked into the 

building. The entry way opened into a very white lobby filled with very bland people. She 



walked up to a desk that stood against the far left wall and spoke to the pleasant woman behind 

it, “Hello, I’m here to see Marvin Gray. He’s under Dr. Obliti.”  

“Ah, yes.” the woman answered with a perfectly rehearsed smile. Her eyes glided across 

the girl from head to toe for a count of five seconds before she responded, “Down the hall to 

your right.”  

“Thank you.” The girl took her turn at the five second scan before turning toward the 

direction indicated. The five second evaluation assured that should either of the women need the 

other during the visit that they’d remember each other. However, the memory did not stretch 

beyond facial recognition and minute incident recall. The girl and the woman had been doing the 

same dance for over a month now, but neither was aware of its repetitive nature.  

A few steps down the hall brought the girl to a room labeled “Pain Decontamination”. 

The door had no handle so she pushed her way inside. The room was small with only enough 

space for a bed, table, and a few chairs for visitors. A chair was set up by a window and as she 

glanced over, the girl noticed that the sun had yet to pierce the fog. She wondered briefly if the 

chairs were just for visitors or if the sick ever got to see the world beyond as well. The thought 

drifted away as quickly as it had come and she took the window seat. “Good morning,” she said 

politely. An old man was looking at her levelly from the bed. His hair was silver and short, and 

his blue eyes were hidden within miles of wrinkles. The girl tried her best to keep her face 

pleasant, but in all honesty she could hardly look at the man. “How’re you today?”  

“Still dying,” the man said, a faint twinkle in his eye. The twinkle quickly died out – a 

star running out of hydrogen. The girl only smiled civilly. The air grew stagnant but before it 

suffocated them the door swung open and Dr. Obliti came in, rows of white teeth fully supplied 

with hydrogen.  



“Well, hello, hello, hello!” Dr. Obliti cried exuberantly. He shook the girl’s outstretched 

hand and nodded to the old man. “Are we ready to get started?” These meetings had been 

happening for upwards of five weeks now, always progressing the same. The girl would enter 

and exchange some words with Marvin Gray. The two made no effort to like each other, and 

each meeting solidified that further. Then Dr. Obliti would enter smiling and warming up the 

frozen room. Next came the decontamination. The girl took a seat closer to the bed and she and 

Marvin Gray were connected by electrodes. He told her stories of his life in chronological order 

and she listened. A machine behind them hummed recording the meeting. Dr. Obliti observed 

everything with a smile. The meetings only lasted for an hour and when they were done, the girl 

happily forgot all she’d been told and left.  

“Yes, that should just about do it.” Dr. Obliti said that day, looking at his watch and 

standing up to disconnect the girl and Marvin Gray. “Remember tomorrow is a very exciting 

day!” He looked around the room, waiting for someone to shout out the answer. Marvin Gray 

looked back at him with thoroughly defeated eyes and the girl waited quietly. “Tomorrow is the 

last session!”  

“Oh, yes!” The girl said excitedly. Both had apparently forgotten Marvin Gray’s 

presence. “I have so missed my morning runs.”  

Dr. Obliti chuckled and took the girl’s hands in his, patting them. “You’ve done a great 

service to the nation. You should be proud.” Both the doctor and the girl drank in the warm 

feeling of altruism. It was a moment before the doctor said with another pat, “Well, I look 

forward to seeing you both tomorrow.” He left the room and the girl went to the window seat to 

retrieve her bag.  



She noticed Marvin Gray watching her and averted her eyes. “Do you understand what’s 

happening?” He asked, before she could reach the exit.  

The girl stopped, her hand already outstretched to push the door open. She lowered it 

slowly and turned. “I’m helping the nation.” She replied indignantly. The old man smiled sadly 

and attempted to lift himself up in bed groaning as he strained. “Be careful,” the girl remarked.  

“Be careful? Oh, mustn’t die before the ceremony is complete? Yes, of course. My 

deepest apologies.” He said bitterly under his breath. 

The girl could feel herself tensing as her anger began to rise. “We’re just trying to help 

you. This is one of the rights that was agreed to in the Constitution’s reconstruction.” She 

straightened her posture and recited, “‘Everyone has the right to be tastefully remembered.’” To 

the girl’s surprise, tears started to well up in the old man’s eyes.  

“Yes,” he managed to say, “Thank you.” His watery eyes looked at her head to toe. Five 

seconds ticked by, but he didn’t look away. There was desperation in his eyes that she didn’t 

understand. What was so horrible about this? This was a kindness. No longer did people need to 

fear being forgotten, for all their memories were transmitted into a living host, and from that host 

extracted. They were all backlogged somewhere. It was safe, it was tasteful. It was meant to 

alleviate the pain of dying. She could not understand why it would make someone cry.  

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” She finally said, turning to leave. She heard a muffled sob as the 

door swung shut.  

 

 

 She found herself in Marvin Gray’s room early the next morning. She couldn’t quite 

remember why it was important to arrive early, but something seemed to compel her. When she 



pushed open the door Marvin Gray turned to look at her with red rimmed, yet surprised, eyes. 

“You’re early.”  

 “Yeah...” the girl moved to take her seat by the window, “I guess I just had an early start 

this morning. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” She gazed absent-mindedly out the window at 

the fog that had returned.  

 “Do you remember what today is?” Marvin Gray asked. 

 “Today?”  

 “It’s our last day.” Marvin Gray looked at her expectantly as the words crept into the 

room. “It’s the end.”  

 Her eyes showed no recognition of the old importance of such words and she just smiled, 

“Oh, yes!” The words hung in the air for a moment before Marvin Gray continued. 

 “Julie...”  

 The girl jerked her head away from the window. “How do you know my name?” 

Marvin’s eyes were watery and Julie found that hers too were damp. “I... I never told you my 

name.”  

 “Don’t panic; it’s okay. Please come here, I have a story to tell you.”  

 Julie found herself moving toward the bed, “But Dr. Obliti isn’t here yet.”  

 “It’s not a story for the records.”  

 Julie stared at Marvin Gray, her heart pounding. Everything about this screamed wrong. 

Everything screamed run. Yet, hadn’t her life been screaming things were wrong from the 

beginning? There were so many blanks. “I’m listening,” she responded. 

 “I don’t think I ever told you about my granddaughter. She had dark brown curls and 

eyes greener than jade. When she was little her parents brought her down to visit my wife and 



me. We were having a tea party in the backyard with all her stuffed animals and lots and lots of 

balloons.” He paused for a moment and looked at Julie before continuing. “She was very fond of 

this one red balloon. She held it wherever we went that day. She was young though, and the 

balloon accidently got away from her. She cried and cried. When it was time for her to go home 

she was still in tears. She’d lost something very important to her you see.” He paused. “Do you 

understand?”  

 Julie just continued to stare at Marvin Gray. “Why are you telling me this?”  

 He blinked his eyes slowly and Julie noticed a tear slip from his eye and get lost in the 

canyons of his face. He took Julie’s hand in his. “I just want you to remember,” he said softly. 

 “That’s what the machines are for...” 

 “No. I want you to remember. I told you it wasn’t a story for the machines.”  

 At that moment Dr. Obliti entered the room. “Well, hello, hello, hello!” He said beaming. 

“Oh, all ready to start I see!” Julie moved herself slightly away from Marvin Gray as the 

electrodes were attached. He then proceeded to tell for the record how he had become ill. He’d 

gone in for a routine check-up and the doctors told him that his heart was preparing to fail. It was 

having difficulty pumping blood. He’d asked why but they had no answer. Death was just a part 

of life and now that grief had been removed there was little reason to investigate the cause any 

longer. He’d been given enough drugs to dilute the physical pain of dying though, and now he 

was being “tastefully remembered”. Check, check, and check.  

 Marvin Gray concluded his story. The machine hummed in the silent room for a few 

moments longer before Dr. Obliti stood up to turn it off. “Marvelous, just marvelous. How do 

you feel now Mr. Gray?”  

 Julie looked at the man but his former weepiness was gone. “Just splendid.”  



 “Good, good.” Dr. Obliti replied. “Thank you again for your service,” he said looking at 

Julie. “Enjoy the rest of your day.” He packed up the machine and wheeled it out of the room for 

the last time. “Oh, the nurse will be around to finish within the hour Mr. Gray.”  

 “Finish?” Julie asked quietly as the door shut.  

 “They’ll be needing this room,” Marvin Gray replied icily. “And now that my story is 

recorded, well, there’s not much need for me.”  

 “They’re going to kill you?”  

 “Kill? No, no, no. They’re going to just remove my oxygen supply. Maybe drug me up 

first.”  

 “Oh.” She’d been trained to see this as normal but there was something nagging her. Julie 

pushed a curl out of her eyes. “Well, I guess I should be going.”  

 “Thank you, Julie.”  

 Julie smiled politely. As Julie was leaving, she wondered whether he was thankful for 

being listened to or thankful that she was leaving. She walked through the doorway and turned 

back just in time to see the light in Marvin Gray’s eyes supernova.   

 As Julie walked home, in a particularly dense fog, she found herself going over what had 

happened that morning. The sensation of remembrance was odd to her, but exhilarating. How 

could Marvin Gray know her name? Now that she thought about, she rarely used it.  And never 

her last name; she’d forgotten that one. “It must be written somewhere on the paperwork,” Julie 

thought. Her thoughts wandered to the story of his granddaughter. Julie couldn’t remember a 

thing about her own childhood, but from movies she remembered tea parties. There weren’t 

balloons though. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen a balloon, not in person. She supposed the fad 

had died out. No one even grieved. Except for that little girl.... “Who was she?” she wondered.  



 She reached her apartment block and walked up the few flights of stairs to her rooms. She 

could hear blood pounding in her ears and her feet moved by themselves. Upon entering she 

found her gaze drifting toward a shelf she’d almost never looked at before. She couldn’t 

remember if the items were even hers, or if they’d been left by an old tenant. Walking dreamily 

toward them, she found herself pulling a dusty box down from above. Her palms were clammy 

and her heart was pounding as she pulled off the lid of the old shoe box and saw a deflated red 

balloon lying inside.  

 She set the box gently down on a table beside her and took out a note from inside. Julie 

could tell the writing was from a human hand instead of a computer system, and looked in awe at 

the strange loops and scattered ink dots. “My dearest Julie,” the first line read, “I’m so sorry that 

you were upset when you lost your balloon the other day. The balloon was sad too, because after 

you left it came back and was looking all around for you. It seems to have thought you were just 

playing hide-and-go-seek and it was winning. It was quite upset when I told it you had gone 

home. To console the balloon, as well as yourself, I said I would send it to you faster than it’d be 

able to fly. So here, my dearest Julie, is your balloon. May you two always be together, and may 

your days never be gray. Love, Grandpa.”  

 Julie dropped the letter on the floor. It wasn’t possible, it wasn’t... but yet... she 

remembered. She remembered the feeling of loss, the unbelievable grief that came when her best 

friend floated away into the sky. She’d watched it go, smaller and smaller until it wasn’t visible 

anymore. It had broken her little heart into a thousand pieces. Tears welled up in Julie’s eyes as 

she reached for the letter. How could she have forgotten? Her actions throughout the last five 

weeks hit her like a train and without thinking she’d grabbed the box and was running full speed 

back to the hospital.  



 She didn’t politely greet passersby or the woman at the desk, but just walked straight 

toward “Pain Decontamination”. “I remember!” She shouted as she pushed open the door. “I 

don’t know how I forgot but...” she stopped upon seeing folded bed sheets where her grandfather 

should’ve been, “...I remember.”  

 “Excuse me?” She heard a voice behind her and Julie backed away from the door like a 

caged animal. They were all liars. Everything she’d been taught, all just deception. How was this 

alright, how did the world live like this? 

 “Where’s my grandfather?” She demanded.  

 “Do you mean Marvin Gray? He’s been released.”  

 “He died.”  

 “Yes.”  

 “You murdered him.”  

 “My dear,” the nurse moved forward cautiously, “What we do here is a kindness. Mr. 

Gray had his story recorded and he was in no pain.”  

 “That’s a lie.” Angry tears ran down Julie’s cheeks now. “You made him see me every 

day. I couldn’t remember, but you made him remember. That’s just so... cruel.”  

 “Why would it upset him to see you?” The nurse asked politely. 

 “Because I’m his granddaughter.” 

 “Oh, no dear, that’s silly. Of course you aren’t.”  

 More people had entered the room now and Julie saw the glint of a needle out of the 

corner of her eye. “I remember,” she said fiercely. “This is wrong, you can’t make people not 

feel. You shouldn’t even try.”  

 “It’s better this way.”  



 “For who?”  

 “This will only sting for a moment...”  

 The needle pierced through Julie’s shirt and she cried out as the box was wrenched from 

her. She looked up with wide eyes at the nurses as they helped her to a seat. Julie tried her best to 

hold on for Marvin Gray’s sake, but she felt the fog swallowing her. Outside, the sun was 

starting to shine.  

 

 

 


