TalkHelp Version 5.2 activated. Battery at 100%. Ready to go!
That was the sound everyone heard the moment they stepped out the door. Some even wore the earpiece to sleep and had it programmed to switch on exactly as they woke up. For Carrie, she usually activated TalkHelp exactly ten minutes after leaving her home. Because it was unlikely she would need to talk to anyone within that time (she synchronised her exit to occur after her neighbours left for work). But more importantly, she enjoyed the feeling of peace that came with the guaranteed silence.
This would be inconsequential the moment she stepped onto the scheduled train to work, when the earpiece came on, and its serene, unhuman voice filled her ears.
One particular morning, as she stood amongst the morning crowd, she found her eyes wandering to the TalkHelp devices nestled in everyone’s ears. Some were sporting the new Pink devices (‘Same functions, same TalkHelp! But...in different colour!’). Others had obviously decided to take the cheaper route of painting their devices themselves. One lady even wore a check-painted TalkHelp to match her checkered sweater. Nonetheless, these devices all had one thing in common: a steadily flashing green light, signifying the tiny machines digesting every piece of conversation and giving their users the best possible thing to say in their conversations:
That sounds so interesting!
I love your dress!
I love your--
The train stopped and the doors slid open. Right on time, Sasha stepped through the doors and gave Carrie a smile. Even though they were colleagues, they were from separate divisions so they didn’t see much of each other during the day. But they’d had a habit of chatting on the train on the way to work, so often that Carrie’s TalkHelp was already suggesting a customized greeting:
Sasha Shaw. Suitable greet: Hey, Sasha. On time as always.
“Hey, Sasha,” Carrie greeted. “On time as always.”
“Thanks,” Sasha replied, immediately. It shocked Carrie so much she nearly recoiled; it seemed like it’d been forever since anyone responded immediately. After all, TalkHelp needed time to relay their suggestions to their users. This resulted in conversations that moved much like a train with a malfunction every ten seconds--but it turned out alright. After a while, people barely seemed to notice.
Currently, Sasha was clearly aware of Carrie’s discomfort; Sasha’s face reddened as she explained, “Oh, I’m not wearing my TalkHelp today. Thought I could use some change.”
Oh, I see, suggested Carrie’s TalkHelp. But on impulse, Carrie asked, “Why?” That sent her stomach squeezing in a way that made her want to squirm. She felt almost naked, having spoken without TalkHelp’s prompting. 
It was too late now. Sasha was already speaking, “I didn’t think it was very good for my health. Mental health, that is. I felt like I could barely function without it, you know? I wanted to feel again like I was speaking for myself, not relying on some...machine.”
Oh. Good for you then. “Good for you then,” Carrie replied.
“Glad you think so. It’s so strange; using TalkHelp made me feel so...anxious all the time. Yet everyone around me has one. Everyone’s just functioning like they feel completely normal. Have you ever felt like I do?”
Carrie didn’t really know what to say. She hadn’t needed to talk about things like...this with others for a long time. Her TalkHelp seemed to be similarly puzzled: I don’t think I quite know what you’re saying.
It wasn’t exactly a lie, was it? “I don’t think I quite know what you’re saying.”
“Oh.” Sasha’s eyes widened, not in a good way. “Oh, I see. Never mind then.”
They stood side-by-side in silence for the rest of the ride. Carrie’s stomach swirled with uneasiness the whole time; usually her TalkHelp would prompt her to crack a joke, or refer to a workplace anecdote. But today she just didn’t feel like talking. Something about Sasha’s spontaneity and--for lack of better word--earnestness had made their conversation very uncomfortable for Carrie. Sasha seemed well aware of that. She spent the rest of the ride looking straight down at the floor, face stony. 
When the train finally arrived at the office, Sasha muttered a quick “Goodbye” and headed the other way. Even though Carrie did give her a TalkHelp-suggested ‘“Bye!”, that did not stop the squeeze of uneasiness that remained deep within her. She quickly soothed herself with a flood of thoughts: 
It’s not my fault she made me uncomfortable. 
Practically everyone wears a TalkHelp these days. 
You can’t just take it off and expect everything to be alright…
Carrie took a deep, deep breath. She had no time to be distracted. She had a long day of work ahead of her, so she needed to be focused. And if she focused hard enough, it might take her mind off the sight of Sasha slipping back onto the train home, likely hurrying back to retrieve her TalkHelp device.   
. . .
[Excerpt from an interview with local news, 4 years ago]
Interviewer: Jane Holland, News Anchor
Interviewee: Jon Berry, creator of the TalkHelp device
[Begin transcript at 00:00:12]
JANE: So, Mr Berry, this little earpiece of yours has been making waves all across the world. In fact, you’re wearing one right now, aren’t you?
JON: Yes, yes. It’s still a bit rusty, not the most...refined of devices. Not yet. But I intend to improve it with time.
JANE: That’s good news, considering that the demand for this device has been nothing short of extraordinary. Tell us, what’s the reason behind coming up with this invention of yours?
JON: Well, I always felt a little inadequate around people. No, inadequate isn't the right word. You see, this device still needs some finetuning. Anyway, what I meant was I didn’t fit in with people very well. Conversation was this complex thing I could never really understand. I only ever spoke if it was absolutely necessary. And I thought I could live with that, but it’s hard to be alone all the time, you know? So I searched for patterns. I realised that however emotional our words seem to be, everything we say to each other is based on a sociological algorithm. And with people often saying similar things to each other, it wasn’t hard to define what would be society’s most favoured answer to--let’s say--whether someone’s shirt looks nice or not.
JANE: But it’s not perfectly universal, is it? I mean, what if I want someone to say my shirt looks bad? For whatever reason.
JON: But everything we say does happen for a reason. That’s why I also want to program this device with being able to...distinguish between different personalities. Maybe the person I’m talking to likes criticism. So then the TalkHelp device would be inclined to suggest a more honest response about the look of his shirt.
JANE: So you’re saying this device could give us prompts that are...not entirely honest?
JON: Well...yes? I don’t understand why that would be shocking. Don’t we, quote unquote, lie all the time in our conversations? I mean, if you’re telling me a long, winding story about your cat, you can’t expect me to tell you how boring you are. That would just be rude. Isn’t conversation just about making each other feel better, even if it runs contrary to our thoughts and feelings?
[Silent pause]
JANE: Mr Berry, my apologies. I wasn’t aware that I offended you.
JON: Oh...no, no. I’m not offended at all. Really. It was all just this device here, you see. It still needs fine tuning. Yes. It just needs more work.
. . .
Elizabeth was imagining how her predecessors in politics might have written their speeches; she found herself conjuring up the image of a changemaker passionately typing away at a computer, with only the light from a desk lamp shielding him from the silent, passionless night. Elizabeth then referred to her current circumstances. She had the passionless night secured. Only thing that was missing was the silence, currently chopped up by the chatter of her TalkHelp Politic into her ear:
Topic sensitive to west borough residents. Not recommended.
Topic sensitive to east borough residents. Not recommended.
“Alright, alright,” Elizabeth hissed, “Stop telling me that nobody likes anything.”
She had to stop to remember that she was in fact alone in her apartment. The past two hours had been a never-ending cacophony of topic sensitive, topic sensitive, topic sensitive (with the occasional wording unsuitable to shake things up). It wasn’t that Elizabeth was a bad writer, or that she didn’t know her constituents well. In fact, most would consider her to be a very competent politician. But in her opinion, even the most competent politician would find working with the TalkHelp to be a massive headache. 
The worst part was that the TalkHelp wasn’t wrong. Treading minefields was nothing new for a politician, and it certainly was impossible to make every single constituent happy. Yet Elizabeth found it hard to remember the last time a politician made a stand. To say something that--while not popular amongst everyone--was the right thing to say. In the past few years (notably, since the TalkHelp was introduced), Elizabeth had felt politics shift from saying the right thing to saying the acceptable thing. She had felt the crowds shift from celebrating brave politicians to only leaving room for what felt...comfortable.
The phone rang and Elizabeth saw that it was Timothy Danes, Elizabeth’s colleague and someone the masses were certainly very comfortable with. 
“Hey, E! How goes the scriptwriting?”
Timothy Danes. Suitable reply: Great, thank you very much. “Great, thank you very much,” Elizabeth replied tiredly.
“Glad to know that. If anyone’s gonna write a smashing script, it’s you!”
Elizabeth chuckled. Just six months ago he would have been speaking like a book-toting intellectual instead. Courtesy of the TalkHelp Politic’s more advanced, politically-concerned features. However, it had proved to be rather unpopular with constituents, so a trip to TalkHelp headquarters and a few thousand dollars later, he was now speaking like everyone’s supportive uncle. It was working wonders for him.
Thanks, Timothy. Hey, good luck on your speeches too. “Thanks, Timothy. Hey, good luck on your speeches too,” Elizabeth mustered in her cheeriest voice.
“Appreciate it. Well, sorry that this call’s a little short, but I do have to go practice. Bye!”
The call ended. In the silence that followed, Elizabeth recalled that she and Timothy were supposed to be rivals. Making personal calls to your rival wasn’t unheard of, but it was usually done at the end of brutal political campaigns when everyone was too exhausted to be snappy. Timothy had called as if he actually liked her. And she had played along.
Was this what Elizabeth had come to? Partaking in a call clearly only made to fall in line with the whole ‘supportive uncle’ package. Ruminating over a half-baked script on half-baked ideas that constituents loved. And deep inside, Elizabeth blamed it all on that insidious TalkHelp, even though it felt wrong to question such a fundamental cornerstone of society. She knew the story of Jon Berry, TalkHelp’s CEO, and she understood his intentions. She really did. Yet it was hard to ignore the unease she had felt when she’d met him for the first time years ago. He was a man dressed in a crisp suit, surrounded by pleasant enough executives, with a bright smile on his face…
The next day, Elizabeth ascended the podium as steadily as she could, trying her best to hide evidence of her sleepless, hopeless night. She smiled at the masses, a sea of happy faces and blinking lights from their TalkHelp earpieces Her own TalkHelp buzzed excitedly with a reminder: Speech tone: warm and comforting. Medium talking speed. Good luck.
Elizabeth began, “My friends…”
. . .
Amelia could tell that her husband, Ivan, was hooked once he started wearing his TalkHelp at home. At first he’d explained that he sometimes worked from home, so it was easier to just leave it on as he walked about. Fair enough. But then after a few days, during their movie night, Ivan still kept his TalkHelp on. As they cuddled on the sofa, Amelia was reminded of how Ivan’s comments on the movie were shaped not really by his thoughts, but by his TalkHelp. It was rather unpleasant, actually. Almost like someone else was snuggled up between her and her husband.
So Amelia made the request for Ivan to stop wearing the TalkHelp when he was not working. That meant no TalkHelp at the breakfast table, or at the dinner table, and certainly none during movie night. Ivan complied readily enough. Or so it seemed.
Amelia decided to walk back this request when once she asked him about work at the dinner table, and he stayed absolutely silent. He had obviously heard her question, but his eyes were wide, and he was not looking at her. So Amelia tried changing the subject: sports. He too stayed unnervingly silent. It was almost as if he was afraid of speaking, or perhaps more accurately, incapable of speaking.
Later that night--with his TalkHelp back on--Ivan admitted, “I’m not happy without my TalkHelp.” That was as far as he would say. But it was enough to convince Amelia, who had gotten enough of a fright from their ‘conversation’ at dinner.
So he wore his TalkHelp to breakfast. And to dinner. And during movie night. At first Amelia hoped this was simply a coping mechanism he needed for a while. But then one day Ivan lost his TalkHelp during his day at work, and he panicked so greatly that he’d practically fled his workplace. When Amelia herself returned from work later, he begged her to lend him her TalkHelp for the night. He didn’t even need to work--it was movie night, after all.
As they sat on the couch and faced the television, Ivan put his arms around Amelia and kissed her forehead, murmuring, “I love you.” I think it’s your TalkHelp that loves me, Amelia wanted to say, and she felt horrible for it. She knew her husband was in pain deep down. She knew he felt a sense of self-loathing whenever she’d plead with him to get help and he’d reply, “Everything’s fine as long as I have my TalkHelp.” She knew this because she saw it in his eyes, something only she--his wife--would see. 
Other than the movie, the night was almost completely silent. The playground downstairs was not empty, but quiet for a playground. Amelia remembered that TalkHelp had begun rolling out a children’s line to ‘instill good behaviour and social skills’ from a young age. She walked up to the window and saw the children downstairs standing about the slides and swings, conversing in muted tones. The blinking lights from their TalkHelp earpieces winked up at her through the darkness of the night. Amelia was suddenly visited by the image of a child--her and Ivan’s, it seemed--clutching nervously at his TalkHelp device as if out of fear it might be lost. The boy’s face, bit by bit, began morphing into Ivan’s.
Amelia flinched away from the window. Ivan took notice and asked, “What’s wrong?” Amelia didn’t know what to say, really. If she told the truth, would Ivan take offense? At worst, yes. At best? A comforting word or two that she’d heard him say repeatedly about many different issues. For a moment Amelia realised that she could get no peace at all in this home, in a world where TalkHelp was there to give everyone a peace of mind.
So she stayed absolutely silent and stared out into the night. 
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