HATOP

“It is 8:00 AM, time to wake up,” HATOP chimed. Evie rose out of bed, slipping her dull gray slippers on
and headed to the bathroom.

After brushing her teeth, she went to her Dream Dresser and HATOP asked her what she would like to wear
today. When she was younger, she remembers how exciting it was to browse the thousands of outfits that HATOP
would offer to her at the touch of a screen. Eventually, she got bored of browsing and just picked the same outfit
every day—a black knee-length pencil skirt, a freshly ironed white button up, and striped white and black socks that
covered half of her shin.

“Open,” she ordered HATOP, waiting to exit her bedroom after getting dressed.

In the kitchen, the third stool of the island nudged out, expecting Evie to sit down. Instead, she chose the
second. HATOP asked what she wanted for breakfast, “oatmeal,” she replied. Although she could choose any meal,
oatmeal was her daily choice. HATOP acknowledged and within seconds her breakfast came up from the counter.

Along with oatmeal, HATOP also gave her a few vitamins and her happy pill. She took one happy pill
every morning, which helped her stay happy. Her parents had to take two and when she turned 18 she would take
two as well. She wasn’t looking forward to doubling her dose, given one pill made her stomach a little queasy. As
she quickly ate her food, she wondered how she would ever eat without HATOP, since she was never taught how to
cook. In fact, most people didn’t even know what ingredients made up their food. Older people talked about how
there was a time when food wasn’t just created by HATOP but that people actually had to go out in fields and gather
the ingredients. Kids mostly thought that was a myth, kind of like when old people would talk about using
something called a pencil to write.

“All done?” HATOP asked. “Yes,” Evie responded. Within seconds, her dirty plate and used utensils were
gone. The kitchen was cleaned up and spotless.

“It is 8:45. Time to walk to school,” HATOP chimed.

Evie’s backpack and a pair of pure white sneakers were ready to go by the door. She picked up her things
and raced outside, without hearing HATOP’s farewell message.

She met Audrey on the sidewalk outside her building. “Good morning,” Audrey said.

“Morning!” Evie cheerfully responded.

Evie had been best friends with Audrey since she was 2. The two of them grew up together as their parents
had worked at the same semiconductor factory. They walk to school every day together except in two very different
ways.

Audrey would walk with the pedestrians in a straight line as her head was glued to her HATOP device in
order to get directions. Whereas, Evie sauntered along the sidewalk, always on the left side, zig-zagging between the
row of people walking like robots, resulting in constant warning chimes from HATOP. They had been going to the
same school their whole lives, yet somehow they still needed HATOP to guide them there.

“Can you turn off HATOP for once?! I know how to get to school!” Evie said, exasperated. Evie was
frustrated that, walking with Audrey everyday, she never had the opportunity to test her sense of direction.

Every child in Vidia went to the same school-an enormous glass building, overlooking the entire city. At
school, there were only three classes: HATOP Humanities, HATOP Science, and HATOP Tech&Eng, all taught by
the same teacher: HATOP.

HATOP Science was where you learned how to use HATOP. HATOP Tech&Eng was where you learned
what went into running HATOP, which was mostly about how to build semiconductors, including the mining and
processing of lithium, the creation of microchips and then their programming. HATOP Humanities was considered
the most important class because there, the students were taught how lucky they were to have HATOP, learned how
chaotic the world was before HATOP, and to fear the consequences of not utilizing HATOP.

In school, discipline was very important. Every day, HATOP would explain how critical it was for everyone
to do what HATOP said.

“Evie, please pay attention to the screen,” HATOP commanded. Evie was daydreaming again.

“Evie, please pay attention to the screen” HATOP repeated louder.



Evie rolled her eyes and looked at the screen. Her eyes soon met a map of the city, showing the boundaries
of HATOP’s coverage area. Beyond the boundary lines, was a black and white checkered area labeled as the Outer
Woods.

Most of the children at school never questioned or thought of a life without HATOP. The map reminded
Evie of her daydream. She always wonders what the world is like beyond the Outer Woods, often fantasizing about
leaving. However, she would recall the whispers she heard from other kids about how people that left never came
back or were just never the same.

When Evie got home, she went on her screen to do her homework, waiting for her parents to come home.
In Vidia, parents always left home before the kids and returned just in time for dinner. At the dinner table, there was
a screen in front of each table setting and as they ate, they would watch their favorite television show. Luckily, the
implant each person got in their ear when they turned 5-years-old allowed them to hear everything on the screens
without disturbing the others around them. “HATOP had really thought of everything!” Evie thought to herself. She
did sometimes wish she could just talk to her parents. They were much too focused on their work and the shows they
watched to make time for conversation. But, thanks to the happy pills, at least they were always smiling.

That night, Evie sat in her bed and couldn’t sleep. She felt bored. She craved adventure, frustrated with
living the same day over and over again. If it weren’t for Audrey, she was convinced she’d be miserable and no
amount of happy pills would change that. Looking at her screen, she decided to ask HATOP for some art. HATOP
would ask what she was in the mood to see and whatever she asked, HATOP would deliver. “Landscapes?”’
“Portraits of people?” “Flowers?” She had seen so much art on the screen that none of it was interesting any more.
She thought, “Maybe I should listen to some music and that will put me to sleep?”

“HATOP play music!” As the latest Trevor Slowmo single played on her implants, she got annoyed and
asked for water sounds. They often helped put her to sleep. She loved to sleep. Not because of the rest she would
get, but because of the dreams she would experience. Her dreams provided her with the most excitement in her life.
She would dream about places and people that she never met. It was her dreams that motivated her to want more
than the life she was living. Sometimes, there were nightmares too, but even the nightmares were thrilling and she
looked forward to them.

When she woke up, she jumped up in a cold sweat. Her dream was so vivid. In it, the world was full of
color, of sounds, of smells and tastes—none of which she ever experienced before. She didn’t want to leave her
dream. How could she possibly dream about things she had never seen? Evie was confused but elated. She had an
idea.

After her morning routine, she met Audrey outside. All she could do was think about her dream. At that
moment, she made a decision and felt that she had nothing to lose.

“Audrey, how do you feel about leaving Vidia and going to explore the Outer Woods?”

Audrey felt her stomach drop once she heard Outer Woods. A shiver went down her spine. She immediately
stopped walking, and, grabbing Evie by the arm, shouted, “Are you crazy?! HATOP will not function in the Outer
Woods!”

“Please! Do you ever wonder what life would be like without HATOP? Imagine waking up in the morning
without hearing HATOP’s irritating chimes.”

“No, I never wonder. In fact, I like the sound of the chimes.”

“Well, I am going with or without you,” as Evie turned around and walked in the other direction.

Audrey remained stationary, she couldn’t believe Evie was going to finally do it. She had mentioned
exploring the Outer Woods many times, but Audrey always thought she was joking. Contemplating what to do, she
sighed, “Wait!” and ran after Evie. Evie smirked, knowing that Audrey would follow along.

As they got further from their school route, HATOP started chiming, warning them that they were going the
wrong way. The more HATOP buzzed, the more uneasy Audrey became. They walked and walked. The large, glass
skyscrapers became smaller housing blocks and warehouses. Eventually, they reached a large grass opening that was
covered with signposts that read: “BEWARE! HATOP WILL NOT FUNCTION BEYOND THIS POINT!” They
made it to the boundary line. In the distance, they could see the Outer Woods beyond the grass field.



They both stopped for a few seconds. Then Evie looked over at Audrey and saw the terror on her face. She
grabbed her hand and said, “Come on, it will be fine! I got this!”

Once they crossed the field, HATOP shut down. The only thing guiding the way was Evie’s ambition and
confidence in her navigational skills. They entered the Outer Woods.

The forest was full of life. The blossoming flowers let out a floral scent, while the chirping birds soared
through the bright blue sky, visible through the canopy of trees—it reminded Evie of her dreams. Evie led the way,
hungry to discover a new world.

Making their way through the forest, Evie followed what looked like paths cut through the trees. Soon, the
trees became more sparse and in the distance they made out an opening in the forest.

“What is this?”” Evie asked.

It was difficult to make out what lay beyond the forest until they reached the opening. As they left the
forest, the ground was not grass, but dirt and cracked pavement with overgrown weeds. Around the open space were
rust heaps of dangled and corroded metal. They looked like the kind of cars they would sometimes see in old
movies. Along the far edge of the opening were piles of stone, brick, glass and steel. Clearly, a building once stood
where each pile was but it had long been destroyed.

The ground was rough, covered in ashes and splintered wood. Stone foundations and wooden structures
were scattered around.

All the life was gone—the silence hung thickly in the air. Evie curiously looked around, while Audrey
awaited her return home.

“What happened he—"

They walked down the path between the piles while the wind was picking up. Scraps of paper were being
blown everywhere. Evie caught one as it blew past her, while Audrey was busy dodging the rest. It was a newspaper
advertising for EV automobiles and on the back was an article about a company called NVIDIA. She showed it to
Audrey and chuckled, “Look, they named a company after our hometown!”

Finally, the path that must have once been a road opened up to a large, circular open space, surrounded on
all sides with more piles of debris.

“Audrey, this is where this city’s main square was. It has to be. Look how huge it is! Imagine how many
people gathered here,” Evie exclaimed.

“I’m scared and ready to go home, Evie,” Audrey whispered.

In the middle of the square was a giant metal tower, with thousands of metal girders bolted together holding
it up. It must have been 10 stories tall. On top was a large billboard. Evie’s eyes met the billboard and made out what
was written on it. On the top left corner, in diagonal lettering it said “ASK” and the second word, centered in the
middle of the billboard, was all too familiar: “HATOP.”

Along the side of the tower there was an equally rusted metal ladder that led all the way up to a platform at
the top where the billboard stood. Evie had an idea.

“Audrey, let’s climb to the top. The views must be amazing!”

Audrey passionately replied, ““You must be insane! I am afraid of heights. I don’t even know how to climb a
ladder and now, can’t even ask HATOP how to do it!”

Before Audrey could resist, Evie grabbed the ladder and began climbing, working herself up. “See, it’s
easy. Just put one foot on each rung and follow me!”

Audrey didn’t know what to do. She stayed behind until she heard a rustling noise from behind one of the
piles of debris. She then bolted up the ladder behind Evie.

When they got to the top, they couldn’t believe their eyes. The forest was a brilliant green below the blue
sky, which surrounded the destruction that was before them. In the distance they could make out Vidia, with its shiny
glass skyscrapers. They stared out at the world, admiring its vastness. They didn’t notice much about the billboard
that stood behind them until Evie turned around.

“That’s strange,” Evie said.

“What?”



Evie smirked and said, “The people that lived here once must not have been very smart. They couldn't even
spell HATOP!”

“What do you mean?”

“Well look, the letter O is actually a G but the middle squiggly part ripped off. I can’t believe they used to
use paper for billboards. Why couldn’t they just use screens like they do in Vidia?”

Audrey chuckled nervously, “How could they not know how to spell? Boy they must have been dumb back
then!” As they walked toward the ladder, they almost slipped on more pieces of faded paper that once made up the
billboard—one piece had a C on it and the other a T-but they didn’t notice and started back down the ladder.

“We better head back before HATOP, or better yet, HATGP, tells our parents we left Vidia,” Audrey says.

Evie begrudgingly agrees. As they head back, Audrey asks, “Why are you sad? Is it not what you were
expecting?”

“I thought it would be different, like the world of my dreams.”

Audrey laughed, “Well isn’t Vidia better than this place?”

Evie whispers, “It might be now, but I am not so sure it always was. Unfortunately, we will never know,
will we?”



