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“I’m really going to do it this time.”

Oh, I know I’ve said it before, but this time…

“Stop it. You are not.”

My best friend— Ginnie-with-a -G— gives me the Look. It’s the same one I always give her when she says she’s giving up cigarettes or sex with twenty year olds. 

“It’s done, in fact. I called my ascetician and cancelled my appointments. As of today, I’m off the Treatment.” 

Ginnie stares at me, her plump red lips slightly parted. A gray pill of ash drops from the forgotten cigarette between her fingers and hits the chocolate leather of her sofa. 

“It’s not too late, sweetie. Call him back and reinstate your appointments. You can only go a couple of weeks at most before…” 

I shake my head. “I’m not going back, Gin.”

Ginnie remembers her cigarette, takes a drag, then stubs it out in the ashtray on the glass table between us. She leans forward and her perfect breasts strain against the thin red fabric of her blouse. I’ve always been a bit jealous of Ginnie’s breasts and she knows it, though we don’t let that come between us. We are best friends, after all. She’s always been a little jealous of my ass. We’ve each used our bodies to steal men from one another. It’s always been a cheerful rivalry.  

“Carole…sweetie. What’s made you go and do this? It’s…it’s crazy! No one stops the Treatment. Not willingly, anyway.” She lowers her voice, as if she’s afraid her neighbors will hear. “You know what’s going to happen…You’ll become…”

“Invisible. Yes, I know.”

Now that I’ve said it, I feel really angry.  

When Ginnie says no one willingly stops the Treatments, she means no woman does. Men, well, men can stop any time they choose, can’t they? They don’t become invisible, not like we do. 

That’s why I’m so damned angry. It won’t matter that I have a Ph.D in molecular biology from The Lunar Institute of Technology. It also won’t matter that I speak three languages and can whip up one helluva chocolate soufflé. Once the reversal begins, when I become just an aging woman, no one will look at me anymore. I’ll be there, they just won’t see me. 

Ginnie’s right. What I’m doing is crazy.

“Gin, you’ll stand by me, won’t you? I’ll really need you, as much as I did back when…it…happened.”

My mind shies away from those memories, still too painful, though it’s been ten years. I hate that my voice shakes. I want to sound strong, resolute. This is my choice, after all, and I’m prepared to live with the consequences. 

Ginnie moves from the sofa and comes to sit beside me. She slips her arms around me and I relax into her embrace. My cheek rests against those oh-so-perfect breasts. She smells like lavender.  

“You know I will…We’re best friends, Carole.” Ginnie stands, lifting me with her. Taking my hand, she leads me to the large, gilt-framed mirror that dominates the wall behind the sofa. 

“Look at yourself, sweetie,” Ginnie says. “You’re so beautiful. Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I’m sure.”

We stand in silence, gazing at our reflections—two women, one with shoulder-length mahogany hair, the other sporting a blond bob. Neither of us looks a day over twenty-five. 

I’m sixty-two. Ginnie is fifty-nine.

***

Two weeks and counting.

 Yesterday morning, I saw a few strands of silver at my temples. It didn’t bother me, not at first; in fact, they looked quite pretty as a contrast to the rest of my dark locks. But now, as I stare at them, they seem to me like harbingers of things to come, of darker, more unpleasant changes.

I’ve taken a leave of absence from my job as a researcher at the Luna headquarters of C.A.E. Biologics, the pharmaceutical giant whose combination of gene-altering chemicals is known as The Treatment. I want to experience the transformation of my body without the distraction of work and the furtive, pitying looks of my colleagues. I told my boss what I planned to do, of course. I had to.  When the changes are complete, I want to go back to work, but if I’m invisible, how can I? I haven’t thought that far ahead, but perhaps I should. There are things I can do now, steps I need to take if I’m to go on living. 

***

. 

“Does anyone really know how the Treatment works? I mean, someone knows…the egghead who figured it out, of course…Do you know?”

Ginnie has come over to my apartment for drinks. She’s been chain-smoking since she got here, and it’s bothering me. She only chain-smokes when she’s really nervous. She keeps glancing at my hair, which is now shot through with silver.

It’s been three weeks since I stopped the Treatment. 

“I work in the animal vaccines division, so, no, I don’t get to know specifically.” 

The exact way in which the Treatment works is a closely guarded secret known to only a very few at the highest level of C.A.E. management. 

I slide off my favorite chair, a genuine leather antique lounger that belonged to my father, and move to the bar where I mix us another round of Earthrises.   

“What I do know is that it contains chemicals that manipulate the genetic code at the molecular level.” I hand Ginnie the chilled blue cocktail. “Take the twice weekly injections and your body stops aging.” 

“Except that it doesn’t, not really.” Ginnie frowns and swirls the drink.  The tinkle of ice cubes against the glass sound like little bells. She takes a sip and follows with a drag on her cigarette. “Why can’t the goddamned scientists figure out how to fix it? Maybe then, I wouldn’t be looking at replacement surgery.” 

For reasons the C.A.E. scientists don’t fully understand, the benefits of the Treatment are largely external. It doesn’t stop bones and internal organs from aging. Last week, Ginnie had her annual physical. Her doctor confirmed what she’s tried to deny for months—her knees are wearing out.  

“Gin, can you please slow down with the cigs?” 

She exhales a stream of smoke from her nostrils and stubs out the butt in the only ashtray I own. She looks straight at me, and for an instant, I see something that no one should ever have to see in the eyes of a friend. 

Disgust.

She looks away and I stifle my tears.

I make a decision.

“Okay. I’m officially letting you off the hook. Go home, Ginnie.” 

“Carole…”

“Don’t…Gin. Just go.” 

Ginnie puts her pack of cigarettes and her lighter in her purse. As she walks to the door, she’s trying not to favor her left knee, but I can see it’s hurting her. She leaves without another word. 

My best friend, the woman who saved me from madness during that terrible night ten years ago, has walked away from me now, without a single word of protest.  Deep down, I think I always knew it would be like this; still, the reality hurts like hell. 

***

One month and counting.

This morning, I looked in my mirror and noticed the grooves in my forehead have sharpened and I now have deep lines running from the bridge of my nose down to both corners of my mouth. My hair is now silver with a few dark strands, the reverse of what it was only two weeks ago. 

It’s a little past midday, and as I take the sky bridge that links my apartment building to the shopping arcade next door, I see a group of what looks to be teenagers leaning on the railings. As I draw near, their animated chatter stutters into silence. They fix their eyes on me. One boy hisses, a sharp intake of breath that feels like a knife slicing my skin. They’ve probably never seen a woman with wrinkles and gray hair before. I look at them and wonder how old they really are. 

Why am I doing this? I ask myself this question every day. I’ve decided today’s answer is that I’m disgusted with the idea that we fear death so much, we pretend it isn’t real. If we maintain the illusion of youth, we can deny our mortality. Except that, in the end, death comes anyway. The bodies we fight so hard to preserve always betray us by giving up and giving in to the inevitable.

Ginnie left because I reminded her of that. 

Last week, I was still very much afraid, but this week…not so much. I’ve gotten used to the idea of my impending invisibility. In fact, I’m growing quite intrigued by the whole thing. I may even learn to enjoy the solitude it will bring. I’ve made most of the necessary arrangements to keep myself alive after I vanish. I’m lucky I have a well-paying position that has allowed me to accumulate some savings. Otherwise, I couldn’t have afforded to give up my job. Along with a small trust I inherited from my parents, I should have enough money to see me through. 

I enter the bustle of the shopping arcade. A smear of color slides by the corner of my eye. I pause and look over my shoulder. Something slips past me and I turn my head, straining to make out the fuzzy shape as it disappears into the crowd. I shiver as I realize I can see more of the mysterious shapes intermingled in the throng filling the vaulted dome of the arcade. I rub my eyes, hoping to see more clearly, but my vision is getting worse, and the people surrounding me are fading like the images in an antique paper photograph.

I shake off my unease and begin to walk towards the escalators but my eyes are now sending such bizarre messages to my brain, I have to stop. My heart is racing. The people around me have blended into a swirling river of color and sound. I stand like a rock in the middle of the channel, breaking the flow, stranded, unable to make out any individual face or body. Fighting panic, I turn in place, searching for something, anything, that will make some sense.

Just as I’m about to scream, I feel a hand grasp my elbow.

“Take nice, deep breaths. The disorientation will stop in a little while.”

I turn to see a woman, an old woman, standing beside me.

She is the only person who looks aged that I’ve ever seen, besides myself. 

“Come on. Come over here and sit down.” She leads me to a bench along the wall. We sit. I stare at her. She smiles and the lines around her eyes deepen. 

“You are brave, coming here so soon. It’s best to stay home until you’ve transitioned completely.”

“Trans…transitioned?” I know what the word means. Why am I pretending I don’t?

“Yes, transitioned…You do understand what’s happening to you?” The other woman, the other old woman, takes my hand. The skin of her fingers and palm are soft, like synth-suede gloves. 

“I…I’m not sure. I mean, I assume I’m becoming invisible, but…” I look at the swirl of colors and shapes surrounding us, before finishing my sentence. “I never imagined it’d be quite like this.” 

The other woman nodded. “My name is Lucy Dunbar,” she said.

“Carole…Carole Jones.” 

“I know.”

Startled, I tear my gaze from the chaos, which is making me dizzy, and focus on Lucy’s face. It is the color of cocoa, with eyes to match. It’s a kind face, a comforting face, the face that would have belonged to a grandmother before the Treatment made grandmothers look like their granddaughters. 

“You know me?”

“Yes, Carole.”

I want to ask how, but she keeps talking.

“I was pretty disoriented myself at first. Everyone is. Once you’re fully transitioned, the world will stabilize and you’ll be able to get around just fine.” She reaches into a pocket of her blue overcoat and pulls out a little metal box. She flips open the lid and holds it out to me. “Care for a ginger candy? It helps settle the stomach.” I take a candy and put it in my mouth. 

“The disorientation, the blurred vision, the nausea…It’s delayed withdrawal from the Treatment. Oh, and you aren’t becoming invisible…at least not in a physical sense.”

I stare at Lucy. “Then what’s happening to me?”

“All your questions will be answered very soon. You need to come with me now.” Lucy takes my elbow and pulls me with her as she stands. I shake off her hand, suspicion flaring. I don’t know this woman, I don’t know what’s happening to me, and now she wants me to come with her?

“I’m sorry, but this is all too strange. I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me what’s really going on!”

“Stella said you’d be a tough one!” Lucy chuckles and resumes her seat on the bench.

“Who the hell is Stella?” My voice is sharp because I’m afraid, and yet I want to trust this woman.

“She’s the citywide orientation coordinator. She runs the teams that make first contact and bring the new ones like you into the organization.” 

I sit beside Lucy and my fear begins to give way to curiosity. “Organization? Are you saying there’s a group of…of people who’ve stopped the Treatment that have formed a…a…” 

“Not people, Carole…Women. Like you.”

“Like me? What do you mean?”

“You were chosen, honey!” Lucy takes my hand again and together, we stand. This time, I don’t pull away. “Come with me, now. I’ll take you to Stella. She’ll answer all your questions.”

***

Stella is a tall woman who looks about seventy. Her hair is white with a single streak of copper at her left temple. She wears a navy blue robe with a crimson panel running from her left shoulder to the hem. It reminds me of the vestments worn by a priest of the old religion.

 “Hello, Carole. Welcome. I’m Stella Anderson.”

I take the proffered hand and shake it. 

Lucy has led me to a suite of offices on the thirtieth floor of a building near the shopping arcade. I knew this building was here, but until now, I’ve never been inside it. The suite is filled with women, all aged, all dressed in blue robes with different colored panels. Some sit at desks and tap on keyboards, the glow of computer monitors accentuating the lines on their faces; others bustle from office to office, clutching PDAs and old-fashioned paper books in their hands. The buzz of conversation mixes with the twitter of phones and the whir of office machines. 

Stella’s office is in the corner. She waves to a pair of padded chairs in front of the gleaming expanse of her desk. The desk is beautiful and looks like real wood. I sit, and Lucy takes the other chair.  

“You no doubt have many questions and I will try to answer them all to your satisfaction, Carole, but let me explain some things first.”  I nod and Stella continues. “This is the Office of Orientation and Reassignment. All the newly transitioned are brought here. We provide support, both physical and mental, in the crucial early days, and later, when the individual woman is ready to assume her new role, we provide re-training, if needed, for those seeking a different career, or placement in a new position within the same career for those wishing to remain in their current fields. 

“You were specifically chosen, Carole, from a carefully screened list of candidates. We needed a person of your expertise to assume more of a leadership position within the corporate structure of C.A.E. Biologics.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” I shake my head. “I don’t get any of this! What do you mean, I was chosen?” I stare at Stella and imagine I see the confused look on my face reflected in her blue eyes.

“Yes, that’s right. Lucy brought you to our attention, and after a period of observation, we decided to bring you over.” 

Questions upon questions tumble through my mind. I feel on the verge of panic. I look at Lucy, who smiles at me with that grandmotherly face, and suddenly, my fear disappears. I feel calm and ready to accept whatever these two women tell me, because I really have no choice. I focus again on Stella. 

“Tell me more.” 

 Stella folds her long, pale hands on the desk before her. “In nearly all Western cultures, a woman who is past childbearing age becomes virtually invisible to the younger members of society. The phenomenon of aging female invisibility has been described in both scientific and popular literature for over a hundred years. Invisibility and powerlessness are inextricably linked, or so popular wisdom says. We in the Organization are living proof that the popular wisdom is wrong. 

“From the earliest days, women who stopped the Treatment, either voluntarily or not, found that after they’d forgone the injections for a few weeks, the people around them began to ignore them, forget they were in a room, forget even that they were alive. It took longer with family members, but eventually, even close relatives stopped seeing them. It’s not a fault of memory. All who knew you before you Transitioned will still remember you, they just don’t know where you’ve gone, and they don’t really care.”

I can’t help myself. A question rolls out of my mouth. “But how is this possible?”

Lucy takes up the thread. “We’re not exactly sure of the science, but we know the cocktail of chemicals that make up the Treatment alters DNA. It obviously affects the brain in ways no one anticipated when the Treatment was first made available. We don’t know why only women become invisible, but we’re sure it’s linked to how the X chromosome is altered and not the Y.  The most interesting and useful thing about the phenomenon is the fact that we aren’t actually invisible. People can see us if we want them to, and even more important, they can hear us. This allows us to do what we do.”

I’m starting to understand, but the concept is so fantastic, I have trouble believing I really do grasp it all.

“What is it the Organization does?” 

Stella leans forward.

“We control Luna.”

***

“So, it was you who planted the idea in my mind that I had to stop the Treatment?” 

Lucy and I are standing on a balcony, looking out over the city. Above us, a half-Earth shines peacock blue and white amid a sea of stars. Far below, the masses of natural and artificial young people go about their lives, oblivious to whom and what pulls the levers of their world. 

“That’s right. I knew of your work at C.A.E. Biologics from a former colleague of yours. Perhaps you can recall her now? Tamika Wilson?”

A shock of recognition jolts me and memories flood back. 

“Tamika disappeared about five years ago, but I didn’t remember that until just now. I thought she’d found another job.” 

Lucy laughs. “She was my first assignment. It took me about three months, but I finally got her to stop her Treatments.” 

“How does it work? I mean, how do the members of the Organization get people to do what they…what we, want them to do?” 

“In the early days, when the Founders were first experimenting with how to do things, the methods were crude, yet surprisingly effective. All it took in most cases was simply whispering a command repeatedly in a subject’s ear. Later on, as more and more tech-savvy women were recruited, various devices were invented and utilized until the Brain Wave Modifier came online about thirty years ago. We’ve used the BWM ever since.” 

Lucy pulls an object from her pocket. It looks like a PDA with two stubby antennae protruding from the top. She presses a button on the side of the device and a small screen lights up. She holds out the device for me to see.

“If you were a subject, this screen would show me your brain’s activity. By controlling your brain waves with this device, I can give you audible commands that you will feel compelled to follow. Now, it isn’t as easy as it sounds. There are a lot of people who are by nature difficult to control. They tend to be the very people we most need to control, however, such as high government officials and senior corporate officers. In the case of the Planetary Council, we have four operatives assigned to the President and two to the Vice President. Only some of the district representatives have operatives assigned to them, but these are all men or women in key positions. We really don’t need to cover everyone, of course; in fact, most people go about their lives completely unmonitored.”

Lucy tucks the BWM back in her pocket. 

“Why did you choose me? I’m only a research scientist in the animal vaccines division.” The question has been nagging me ever since the meeting with Stella.

“Tamika told us how you fought hard to push forward development on a number of livestock vaccines aimed at helping farmers of poorer, less developed colonies like New Iberia and New Gambia.”

“Yeah, and C.A.E. resisted because there was no profit in any of those projects.” I feel a prickle of anger as I remember my bosses’ dismissive attitudes. 

“We need someone like you in the boardroom of C.A.E. We have a very ambitious agenda for the company,” Lucy says.

I lean on the railing of the balcony, feeling a bit overwhelmed. Lucy rubs my shoulder. Her touch is comforting. 

“Will I be able to go home to my apartment?” I realize I no longer have to worry about how I’m going to live. 

“Of course. As long as you keep up with your lease payments, no one will bother to investigate why the woman who used to live there seems to have vanished. Your neighbors will assume there’s a new tenant. You’ll be surprised at how easy life is. When you next walk through a public space, observe how the other people instinctively know not to bump into you. They can still see you, they just don’t know it on a conscious level. It’s quite fascinating.”

 Those long-suppressed memories are trying to worm their way to the front of my consciousness again, awakened by my growing understanding of the implications of the new power I’ve been chosen to wield. For years, I’ve kept them locked away in the deepest recesses of my mind. Do I dare let them out now?

“Lucy…you say the Organization doesn’t monitor or control ordinary people, but what if…what if one of us wants or… or needs to get a particular person to do something for purely personal reasons?” 

I’m afraid to look at Lucy, afraid she might see what it is I’m trying to hide.

“Attempting to control any citizen of Luna without the knowledge and permission of the Organization is strictly forbidden, Carole.” Lucy touches my arm and I have to look at her now, or else she’ll suspect my motive for asking. 

“All personal vendettas must be put aside once you become one of us. We are the directors and guardians of society. That must take precedence over all else. You do understand?” 

“Yes, of course.”  I understand too well. “So, what’s the next step?”

“Now I take you over to Personnel and get you officially entered into the system. Then we’ll see about setting up your training. After that, you can go home and rest. Your official orientation starts tomorrow at nine a.m.”

***

Ten years.

My god, has it really been that long?

I’ve kept the memories of That Night successfully buried for more than six of the ten. Now, they want to come back, but for a very specific reason. 

I decide to let them.

I lie on my bed and curl into a tight ball as the pain, so long dormant, washes over me. 

Seized. Held down. Assaulted. Used. Beaten. Discarded. 

All the while begging to know why. Why? Why are you doing this to me?  I thought you were my friend!

He went to prison, but only for a little while. That’s one of the many useful things a powerful family can do for one of its own. He never once said he was sorry. 

Such an important word. If only he’d said it. Maybe then, I wouldn’t have to do this. 

I know where he lives.

***

It’s been six months since I joined the Organization. I breezed through my training and now, I’m working my new assignment in the boardroom of C.A.E. Biologics. There are three of us on the team. I have every expectation of one day becoming team leader.

Every night for the past five weeks, I’ve gotten off the train three stops before mine so I can walk to his apartment. He moved back in after he got out of prison. Since his family owns the building, it makes sense he’d go back there. 

Getting inside is no problem. The standard passkey we’re issued as part of our field gear opens most residential and business locks throughout the city, as well as allowing us to bypass all the common security systems. It makes it much easier for us to do our jobs. I arrive about fifteen minutes before he does. I sit on a stool in the kitchen because I can’t bear to sit on his couch, and I wait. 

The first thing he always does after he comes home is go to the bar and pour himself a drink. He takes it out to his balcony and there he sips, leaning on the railing and gazing into the night. I join him when he’s on the balcony, looking at the city, leaning on the railing, high above the street.

Every night for the past five weeks, I’ve stood beside him on that balcony and I’ve whispered in his ear. I’ve told him what he is and what he needs to do. He’s been drinking a lot more recently. Last week, he cried a little. It won’t be long now. 

***

Tonight, he comes home late. His steps are clumsy as he heads for the bar. He must have had a few already. This is good, very good. My work is nearly finished. He doesn’t bother with a glass; instead, he grabs the half-empty bottle of prime quality Earth-made whiskey and stumbles to the balcony. I follow him. I watch as he sucks big gulps from the bottle, like the stuff inside is lemonade or water. I can see despair in the slump of his shoulders, in the way he squeezes his eyes shut as he tips back the bottle.

Oh, yes. Tonight, he’ll show me he’s sorry.

I stand next to him, so very close, yet not touching. After weeks of work, I can now control my body’s visceral instinct to recoil in disgust. The pungent smell of whiskey swirls around us. He drains the bottle and places it ever so carefully on the concrete by his feet. He straightens and clutches the black steel railing with shaking hands. 

I whisper in his ear. 

***

I slip through the heavy glass lobby doors and pause a moment to watch. A small crowd has gathered on the sidewalk. The wail of sirens drifts closer. Voices cry out in shock and horror. A car alarm adds its urgent blare to the mix.  Above, I see silhouettes of people in windows and on balconies, looking down and pointing.

I move closer to the edge of the crowd, then stop. 

No. I don’t want to see, not really. 

A police car screeches to a halt in the street beside me. Two cops leap out and stride toward me. I remain in place and let them sweep past, both unaware of my presence, and yet neither one touching me.

I turn and walk away, invisible.


