Chasing Light 

Name: Chua Zea Ra
School: Chung Cheng High School (Yishun) 
Title: Chasing Light































26th March 2208, 4.21AM

I opened my eyes. 
                I allowed every ounce, every fraction of light seep into my retina. The reason why I keep my lights on every night is so that fumbling for the toilet in the whispering hours of the night would not be so hard. I’m lying. I keep my lights on every night because the only one in my life has gone out. I keep my lights on to keep the monsters at bay. Not the ones under my bed, but the ones in me. Creeping and gnawing at my insides, waiting for darkness to encroach before it devours me. I can’t close my eyes. Not when she’s no longer here. 

29th June 2208, 12.01PM

Prototype5220: At precisely 12.00PM, 29th June 2208, HoLo 5220 made its first debut in Grey-Shepherd Memorial Hospital. Chandra Montgomery, MD, interventional cardiologist and director of HeartCentra, used HoLo 5220 to enable the entire heart team to interact with and touch the patient’s specific organs and tissues as if they were actual, physical objects when discussing approach for the patient’s Thoracic Aortic dissection repair. 

Procedure was extremely successful. 

Approved report to be released to press, effective immediately. 

15th October 2208, 1.30PM

HoLo5220, by Dr Spencer Zimmerman, is triumphant in projecting 4D holograms of the deceased. Prototype 5220: Virtually scanned images of original humans were illuminated via a laser, holograms were formed to an exact 4D clone of the subject and were able to duplicate every single one of the subject’s features. HoLo5220 was able to trigger the somatosensory system; the system that encompasses a huge variety of sensations, not just sensations such as vibration or pressure, but also things such as pain, temperature, and the position and movement of your body in space. Humans can now touch, see, and interact with 4D holograms of the deceased. 

The Technological Sciences Authority (TSA) has approved public use of HoLo5220. 

“The first time the earth was paralysed by death, the utter resolution of existence, a desire grew in all of us. The desire to bring the dead back to us. But since the very first breath filled a human's lungs and allowed it a life, since the very last one that umpired its end, it has always been deemed impossible. Even with extensive research on cell regeneration, cryostasis, having cocktails of drugs pumped into our dear ones as the silent grasp of death exhausts them, we are constantly haunted by the sheer brutality of mortality. Medicine has reminded us time and time again, that it does not possess the ability to cheat death. And for that, the medical world bows its head in shame each time a heart monitor flatlines. We beg for another minute, another second with the departed, but as always, the impossibility of this dream crushes us with its ruthless weight. What if we told you, today, dreams come true. Today, we proudly divulge that light can bridge the heavenly afterlife hidden behind clouds and wishes, to us. Introducing, HoLo5220.” 

16th October 2208, 2.17AM

I can’t sleep. She can come back to me. A maelstrom of thoughts engulfed me. The mere idea of seeing her just for another glimpse sat poised on an innermost ledge, sleep silently eluding me. Drifting through the witching hours, playing games with the moonlit silhouettes. I gazed out the window and saw Mr moon, a familiar friend whose benign facade had lulled me to sleep more times than I could count. I knew, with absolute invariance, that I had to get HoLo5220. I didn’t care if I had to sell every ounce of my blood to have it in my hands. The appetency was intoxicating. I needed a holograph of my mother for the HoLo5220 to scan. My mother is dead. The four words that had tortured my soul hung in the air like a thick fog, each breath I took suffocating me, expelling me with the ability to live. The first time I had said these four words, I threw up. It was as if my body was purging itself of the unwelcomed truth. In my hands lay the last picture of my mother. Then, light met me. I grabbed, thrust, kicked at my surroundings trying to make it belong for just a moment, just a while. My mother is dead. The pummelling in my veins had begun to cede, along with the veil of denial from my marriage to eternal turmoil - the unshakable feeling of numbness that comes with the constant regurgitation of my memory. The finality of my loss of a parent. 

The mayor was right - medicine had failed my mother. I remember my mother’s kind face twisting in horror as it met the calloused tarmac. I remember closing my eyes. The next time I would open them, I would be in a sterile room. Amber brocade crowns, scarlet chrysanthemum, dahlias of tiger orange and marigold stuffed every inch of space around the hospital bed, akin to old-school burials that had been deemed archaic. I remember the machines that had more life in them than my mother did. The world spun around me but nothing would stop. And suddenly it did. My mother’s hands were still warm as they dragged her out of the room, and me into the abyss. A termination of her entity and a part of mine. I snapped back into reality, a thin film of slick sweat coating my neck and back like a second skin. How did I let her go just like that? I pressed the assidiuously selected holograph of my mother into my skin, longing to feel her again. In 4 hours, it will be possible. 

16th October 2208, 6.41AM

6.30AM; First release of HoLo5220 to the public 

Awaiting approval for second release
 
I have it. A sleek disc-shaped token snug in my palm. This is it. I pressed my eyes close to the disc. I didn’t know what I was looking for. The secret to ending my paralysis of happiness? I swallowed back my hope and crammed it deep into the pits of my belly, where all other rejected fleeting moments of possibly had succumbed to. My insomnia had been the catalyst for my journey to the nearest RoboBooth, where I poured my savings to get my very own HoLo5220. I was the first in line. I was handed a stack of documents as thick as the laze that rolled over the city at that hour. I mulled over the documents, apprehension clinging to every ridge of my brain. Do I really want this? Hesitance bubbled in me, but dissipated instantaneously. Of course you do, it’s your mother. I grabbed at the nearest TechnoPen and signed the documents with a flourish, a funny, prickly feeling enveloping me whole.
Excitement, I think, is what I should call it.

16th October 2208, 7.35AM

My knees knocked against each other as I mustered up every iota of courage I could find in me and got up from my chair. Taking the meticulously selected holograph of my mother, I fitted it gently across the HoLo 5220’s scanning function.
 
‘Subject detected. Please do not shift HoLo5220 during this time.’

And then it happened. Beam by beam, my mother blossomed before my eyes. My pulse raced with the light, my eyes followed every ray, beavering bright with unspeakable emotion. 

‘Hologram completed. Thank you for choosing HoLo5220.’

It’s really her. I gingerly advanced and stuck my hand out. Warmth emanated from the hologram like it did my mother when she was alive. My jaw detached from its joints, swaying with the utter incredulity that coursed through my body. It’s really her. What first manifested in the form of a small itch that set in my chest rose and cloyed my throat. I pressed my fingers to my mouth and willed the strange tickle to magically expel from my body. I tried to let it out. I cried. No, sobbed. The dams that had so staunchly held back the onslaught of tears finally yielded, and I broke into a pile of recalcitrant emotions. Every gasp, every tear ridded me of pain. Stop crying. I couldn’t. The darkness that had for so long consumed me escaped, in its place, was light, in the form of my mother. 

19th November 2208, 10.56PM
  
A month with my fake mother. Phenomenal as she, it is, the feeling of euphoria and sheer gratitude for technology I had basked in was escaping me every second. It wasn’t enough. She stood there, still, in the corner of my room. Say something. Rub my back, stroke my hair. Say something, please. I looked at her lips, and I saw the lips that kissed me goodnight, that tell the stories of a million songs left unsung. I needed to speak to her, to reach her. I needed to tell her of the infinite words I had left for her, the fathomless worries I have. I needed to tell her how parts of me had ebbed away the moment she let go. Above all, I needed her to tell me that everything would be alright. 

I couldn’t see her anymore, not when she didn’t speak to me. I reached over and pushed the off button on the HoLo 5220. My mother sluiced down the dark tapestry of my room with the gentle grace of falling snow, a marionette whose strings cut, taking every last bit of light with it. Darkness. The same throb in my heart that had been gone for a month returned with full force, and so did the monsters that hid in the presence of light. Speak to me mother, with that voice of yours. Speak to me. 

25th December 2208, 3.30PM

I have something. Not much, but something. An untrained eye would hardly call it a triumph, but I know better, it’s the beginning. A cube that attached to my HoLo5220 like a joey to its mother. 

‘Addison, time for dinner!’ 

There it was. My mother’s voice sounded like the most joyous of bells that had rang through the city’s roads on the happiest day of the year. 

 ‘Addison, time for dinner!’ 

It was the best Christmas present I could ever ask for, and I knew it would be the same for anyone else. In a split second, I made the decision that would change my destiny—I was going to sell my discovery. 

2nd January 2209, 8.44AM

My coarse, dry tongue rubbed against my palate, my larynx sloshing tirelessly in my throat. No one could see my insides panicking like the end was near. I was determined to have someone recognise my invention. After countless attempts of deviation by innumerous engineers, I finally got the break I sought for. Dr Spencer Zimmerman agreed to hear my pitch on the voice box I had created. I was allowed 15 minutes, a quarter of an hour, to permanently chisel at my fate set in stone. Prototype in hand, I billowed my chest out as far as I could, and strode into his office. 

‘Addison Jareau, to what do I owe the pleasure.’ Dr Zimmerman swiveled in his SmartChair with the charm of a pirouetting ballerina en pointe. Before me, the pioneer of HoLo5220, a giant in technological science. 

‘Dr Zimmerman, it is an honour to…’ 

‘Let’s skip the niceties for some other time, Ms Jareau, show me what you have.’ 

My fumbling hands, with a conscience and curiosity in each trembling finger, plugged in the wires that were connected to a cube shaped box to the HoLo5220. My mother resurrected from the device. But this time, the same lips that peacefully adorned her face opened ajar, the unmistakable, saccharine voice flowed out of her with a life of its own. 

‘Addison, time for dinner!’

Dr Zimmerman, previously slumped onto his chair, now sat up as straight as a board. His eyes brimmed with disbelief as he scrambles to find his words, but I know he wouldn’t be able to find any at all, just like me the first time the hologram spoke.

‘How.’

Resounding certainty in his approval rose in me. ‘It’s simple, I just had to manipulate the magnetised chip in my recording, and find the right circuit in HoLogram5220 such that it fit. Once I worked that out, the rest fell into place like missing puzzle pieces that finally found each other again.’ I adopted a nonchalant tone, completely silencing the pain that shot through my spine from the long hours I had spent perched over my study, trying to understand the mechanics of both complex circuits like a mother does her child. It was the first time I was grateful for the tossing and turning, my aching body begging my mind for a break, slowly sinking into the comforting embrace of slumber as my thoughts stayed afloat. 

A knowing smile played on Dr Zimmerman’s lips, ‘you’re going to have to be a lot more specific for this to work, Addison.’ 

And so we started.

20th February 2209, 1.57AM

Prototype 290: Success

Prototype has successfully picked up sound-waves upon synchronizing with pre-recorded recordings of subject speaking. Inflections and vocal quirks are flawlessly grasped by Prototype 290. Prototype 290 was able to consistently speak with the chosen voice to perfection. 

With as little as 3 seconds worth of recording, Prototype 290 is able to generate synthetic speech that perfectly resembles the targeted human voice. The difference between the actual and synthetic voice is imperceptible to the human’s cranial nervous system. Output is extremely high quality and intelligible, yet does not omit emotions and change in tone. Although a single short sample produces an impressive cloned voice, the results quickly improve when training involves at least three utterances. As additional utterances from the same speaker are input they form a cluster of different embeddings which users can observe via a mapping display located at the back of Prototype 290. Users can then key in whatever they wish to be said by the subject’s hologram into Prototype 290 upon attaching it to HoLo5220. 

I perused through the files that concreted our success, waves of pure elation crashing onto me. With the help of Dr Zimmerman, we managed to match the voice of my mother and programme the HoLo5220 such that it could replicate any voice biometrics within seconds. All in just 49 days. I felt invincible. We have an appointment with the mayor just a few hours from now. I fastidiously checked each strand of copper, making sure that they were all cozily tucked into their respective outlets. I gawked in awe at the unassuming box that could revolutionise the face of technological advancement. With mine and Dr Zimmerman’s combined, years of technological breakthroughs amalgamated to form the wonder that is set before me. We’re ready.

Status of Prototype 290: Renamed as SpeakToMe

Status of SpeakToMe: Approved by Mayor: 2.00PM
First launch to public: 21st February 2209

As expected, the mayor approved our newest creation at once. He had longed to hear the voice of his beloved daughter who had been taken from him too soon. I knew he would consent to public use of SpeakToMe, but was astonished, to say the least, when he put us on the shortlisted list for the prestigious Harper Avery— the highest honour a technical engineer could ever ask for. We had brought him a step closer to having his little princess again, a happily ever after, and he did the same for us. 

As I lay in bed that night, still dizzy from happiness, I marvelled at the endless possibilities the Harper Avery could bestow upon me and Dr Zimmerman. For him, a direct ticket to everlasting stature in the engineering world. The media would gobble up this story, the fortuitous circumstance that led to its creation, the ingeniousness behind it. For me, hunger. A hunger that had always existed, that had grown each time I succeeded. Hunger I knew would only be placated if I made light advance. 

21st May 2209, 11.46PM

The Harper Avery sat elegantly on my mantle, idly bathing in the moonlight. We won. I let its iridescence permeate my skin, retracing every step I took that got me on that stage. The moment I drowned in applause, the moment the cool glass met my palms…

15th June 2209, 9.30PM

‘Addison, you look stressed, why don’t we have some cookies?’ My mother’s familiar voice filtered through the air and settled in my ear, waking me from my thoughts. I looked at the clock, right on time. I had programmed her to speak at exactly 9.30PM as a reminder to take a break. I smiled at her, the tiniest flicker of hope that she would smile back kindling in my stomach. My mother had always known what to say. It had always been just me and her. She could always see through me, every smirk, every quiver of my lips. I wished I couldn’t see through her, though. 

29th August 2209, 5.18AM

‘Dr Zimmerman! Dr Zimmerman!’ I pounded my fists against his door begging for an answer.

‘What on earth are you doing here at this ho…’ 

I dashed past him and into his lab, leaving the ellipses and question marks I knew clouded his mind hanging in the air. I felt like a child brandishing my latest drawing to my parents, almost levitating with absolute pride and jubilation. 

‘Dr Zimmerman, I want to layer even more rays of light so that the holograms aren’t so see through. By using a spatial light modulator, dynamic optical patterns can be created. Metamaterials and photonic crystals have been used to manipulate light since 2025. Or, we could use heat to oscillate electrons within atoms or molecules. Even prisms and mirrors have been controlling light for centuries. The possibilities are endless! Before you say anything, listen…’

Of course he listened, and of course we did it. I needed to make light better, make light greater. I believed that the light could fill me up, once and for all, occupying every scintilla of the stubborn void that would not leave, ridding me of darkness. 

And just like that, light ran. And I followed. 

4th November 2209, 8.51PM

Status of HoLo5220: Renamed to HoLo5221

HoLo5221: Success
Number of layers of light used to form holograms have increased exponentially. Ms Addison Jareau, along with Dr Zimmerman made this possible. By manipulating the HoLo5221, light is made to behave as photons. Pigments in rods and cones cells will interact with the wavelengths of light from the HoLo5221. When this happens, they create signals that travel to the brain. The brain interprets the signals from different wavelengths (or photons) as different colors. Holograms are now opaque. 

Updated version of HoLo5220 (HoLo5221), to be released to the public

We did it again. I was untouchable. 

22nd December 2215, 6.51PM

It has been six years since our technological advancement that gave me the life I have now, and we have most certainly made many other breakthroughs thus far. My mantle twitched under the weight of all my trophies. It was full, but I still wasn’t. I glanced out through the window, and saw the streets rushing with people, and with almost every one of them, a glow. A hologram. A hologram that was someone’s loved one, past, and present. Holograms could now exist outside of homes, owing to my 2211’s invention of the portable HoLo5226. They could walk, on account of my 2214’s invention of the movement-mirroring function of the HoLo5229. I did that. I tried to admire the tangible ramifications of my success and forced a grin to crack my face open, in the silent hope that it would be real. Why wasn’t I happy? I had my mother. She was the single match that instigated my passion to seek out advancements for light to progress, galvanising me to fight another day. I fell onto my bed, bewilderment rendering me thoughtless. The moon could kneel, stars could bow, the sun could write my name across its huge canvas of a sky, and I wouldn’t be full. No amount of light would satiate me anymore. 

Then I knew, with unwavering certainty, that light was the source to my happiness, but not the bridge of it all. 

29th December 2215, 3.22PM

My mother’s eyes met mine, the same two mahogany crystals grazed my face---or was it honey? I swore a minute ago I had memorised her every feature. And I realised. My mother was slipping out of my consciousness. The very thing I poured hours into trying to prevent, all for nothing. I had long known that my denial and grief had funneled into obsession, but chose ignorance. I had done everything I thought was the right thing, trying to force her back to the mortal world. But it wasn't. I saw fragile sadness drenching my mother, begging me for reprieve, to let her rest. 

I closed my eyes, letting darkness catch up. The moment I did, the moment I stopped pursuing light, all the memories of her ran tirelessly through me. It was glorious. Better than light., I felt happy.  

I knew, I had to let her go. 

31st December 2215, 11.54PM

I closed my eyes, and allowed my mother, not the mother that had irradiated my home, but the mother from my memories, to hold me. I was engulfed in her warmth, lolled in her grace and I swam in her love. My mother is dead. I switched off HoLo5221, certainly not for forever, but for now, and I accepted this. The monstrous darkness that had tormented me for years, it’s ceaseless harrowing, it’s turbulent waves that had sapped all my energy to move or breathe, left. And in its place, a kinder, more hopeful darkness. A darkness that taught me to recognise vulnerability while declaring resilience, to stare nihilism in the face and refuse to blink. A darkness that promised me sanctuary. We often conceptualize darkness as an end, a finish line. But we fail to realise that darkness in itself, is a destination. A refuge, a ready escape when light blinds us. Possibility, perhaps, of a brighter future. A chance for us to stop chasing light, but to construct our own tunnel that leads light, to us. Maybe not now, and maybe I’ll never stop seeking light, but at this moment,  I allowed myself to surrender to the sweet serendipity of darkness. 

 I close my eyes. 
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