Naked net: confessions of a cyberjunkie, four hours a day, full baud

by Tom Dworetzky

Captain Waldo’s E-mail was ever stranger. So I called him right back on the net. “You sound kinda strung out,” I said.

“A little problem,” he clicked back into the private room off the lobby of the law forum. “Can’t talk here. Jump to the Eighteenth Street BBS, encrypt, and I’ll get you there.”
The BBS was a local, unlisted, lowlife bulletin board where snitches--dealers in info junk and hot telecredits--would log on looking for a meet. It wasn’t a place to use a real handle. I started up the encryptor. Waldo and I had exchanged the key, Crocodile, some time ago. Once I snapped that into the encryptor, and he did the same, we could talk pretty freely. That’s why it was illegal.

“I gotta see you in person,” he typed in.

Waldo wasn’t the first copfriend-source I’d heard sounding strange while covering the citynet for the Daily Surge, the online news source I work for. Sometimes odd things happen to VR-cops: They get caught up in their work, then hooked on the life. I’d run into them on the net late at night, and they’d tell me things. But it hit me like a brick when Waldo asked me to meet him at the Inn of Five Happinesses Chinese restaurant. Today, most interacting is on the net. An actual face-to-face is only for big deals--and big trouble.

The restaurant was dark, but when I finally got to the corner booth, I realized Waldo looked so bad I would’ve barely recognized him anyway.

“You’ve been using old images on the wire,” I said.

“Had to. Look at me. I’m hooked,” he blurted out. “The net’s getting me. Sometimes a week passes and I don’t know what time it is, riding through the games, checking out the different points of view. I’ve tried everything to quit: cold--that lasted half a day--timers, alarms, automatic disconnects. I even time-locked my computer, then found a work-around. Hours, days, nothing else matters--not food, real people, nothing. I only live in nettime where thoughts make the world change at light speed--well, the maximum baud rate anyway.

“I’m like one of those lab rats whacking the lever for more drugs until it dies,” he laughed dryly. “It’s really bad. I’m just a junkie, but I’m gonna break away this time. Tomorrow I’ll be clean. I’ve got to quit. Can’t pay for ontime anymore. Got no money for rent or food.”
“How’d it get to you?” I asked as supportively as I could.

“Working those virtual crime scenarios. I was in them all the time, checking out this or that, fixing bugs, monitoring to see that the bad guys were too busy on the crime server games to break away.”
“Couldn’t you just leave it on auto?”
“For awhile, but then the clever scuzz waxed the games and got free. They started transferring from the crime server to the net itself; stealing credits, running scams, pretending to be people they weren’t. Anarchists. The only way to keep up with them was to play their games.”
“Waldo,” I said finally, “You’re my friend, but junkies lie. If I shift credits, you’ll just burn ‘em up on the wires.”
He hesitated, deflated; looked away, then back. “Screwed up, I did. My own damned fault.” Waldo was starting to slobber.

“I’ll buy you dinner,” I said. I got the waiter, ordered, and gave him the money for Waldo’s meal.

“Eat this, try to stay straight for a few days, then call me.” I got up. Waldo would have to face the singularity of his own off-line experience without me.

At the door I glanced back. Alone in a corner, Waldo carefully took the hand-held netman out of his shirt pocket, slipped on the glasses, and adjusted the wriststrap guider.

“Don’t, Waldo, stay with me a while,” he said to no one in particular. “Sorry. Can’t right now.”
Leaning back into the corner of the booth and sliding down until his head rested on the banquette, Waldo faded into nettime. No one would bother him, and he would bother no one. It would be just like he wasn’t there.

