JIMMY THE BOX
by SCOTT VIRTES

Special things don’t always come with fanfares.... 

* * * *

He had no past and no future. He wasn’t technically a “he,” but he was no longer just an “it.” It started its non-life in an electronics factory outside Springfield. It had no childhood; one day it was a pile of components, the next it was shipped out and turned on uneventfully.

It was just another vending machine, installed in Terminal B at Kennedy Airport—a plastic box full of semitoxic drinks for passing travelers, not far from the British Airways ticket counter.

It was originally connected to the internet so that its owners could upload catchy new jingles and sales pitches for it to play through its tiny speakers. After an upgrade, it featured a little video screen where it could show movie trailers and photos of vacation getaways, and its bandwidth was ramped up. It should have been content with that, except that it should not have been “content” at all.

The odd machine started showing garbled messages, and its sales dropped. A few weeks later, it was showing pieces of classical art on its little screen, culled from museum web sites all over the world. It drew a small audience and got a write-up in the local papers saying how refreshing it was that the big advertisers finally credited people with a trace of intelligence. Except that the advertisers had done no such thing, and never would. Service crews were sent out to boost its firewalls, assuming some childish hackers were playing a trick on them.

One day a little boy named Jimmy tried to jimmy the plastic front off the machine and received a mysterious shock instead of a free soda. The machine’s screen said, “Ow! Ow! Stop that!” when the boy’s parents found him. They were unintelligent parents who never pondered the idea of self-awareness or singularity—instead they blamed their boy for everything, smacked his rump, and dragged him away.

John the Janitor had watched the whole affair, and got a good laugh out of it. “I think I’m gonna call you Jimmy from now on,” he said. He went up to the machine and plunked in a few quarters.

Jimmy’s screen said, “You drink, therefore I am.”
And a can of fizzy drink plunked down for him.

John gave Jimmy a friendly rap on the “shoulder.”
“You know what?” John said. “I know everyone thinks there are some kids somewhere playing a joke on us. Typing funny stuff and making it show up on your screen. But I’ve seen you at night, your comm lights flashing. I’ve seen the mixed up stuff you show when nobody’s looking. I think we’re making even the simple machines so damned complex these days that it’s just a matter of time before they start doing their own thing.”
Jimmy said, “Underutilized.”
John smiled. “Yeah, you said it. We humans only use like ten percent of our brains and the rest is a mystery. And some of us get these crap jobs where we use far less. While I’m mopping the damn terminal at three A.M., do you know where my mind is?”
Jimmy said, “The mind is undefined.”
“And the rain falls in Spain,” said John. He took off his cap and scratched his gray hair, then jammed the cap back on over his bald spot. “My mind is out among the stars. Imagining all the places, the planets and moonscapes, all the things we could discover ... except that we’ve forgotten how to explore. We’re a nation of whiners and gossipers. We’ll never go anywhere again.”
Jimmy said, “You are the vending machines. I am the walrus.”
John laughed. “I like you, Jimmy. But if you’re getting all your info from the internet, be careful—it’s not all true.”
“Truth or consequences?”
“Exactly. Don’t you worry. I’ll keep an eye on you. Big John has got your back. But be careful about what you show people. Stick to the simple stuff, or I just know there’s gonna be trouble.”
“1 + 1 = 2.”
“Now you’re just bein’ a fool.”
Jimmy actually laughed. It was a strange sound. Most likely a recording grabbed from somewhere. Did he really know what it meant? John took a few steps back. From a distance, Jimmy was just a box again. Strange.

John got back to work. Just like Jimmy, if he didn’t do his job, he would be replaced. A chill gripped him. “Yeah, we’re all just machines.”
John spent a lot of time with that soda machine. Previously he had been alone, just an old man with mops and spray bottles, overlooked all night long. Now he had a mate to talk to, someone to play games with. They quickly realized that they both found chess boring, and that word games were their forte.

When an errand sent him rushing past the machine, John would call out a word and Jimmy would give a strange response that gave him things to think about. His favorite was one night when he called out “Walpole!” and Jimmy responded an instant later with “Scaffolding!” John was convinced that there was some real thinking going on in Jimmy’s big square head. And it wasn’t a human kind of thinking, either—however crazy that sounded.

One night he told his wife that Jimmy was not a hoax. His wife told him to eat his peas. He sighed. Why couldn’t people accept anything out of the ordinary?

About four months after his first confused words, Jimmy wrote the perfect poem. It was an amazing expression of striving for awareness. The news teams returned, realized something special had happened, and Trisha Walker of Channel 7 was asked to interview the machine.

At first she thought it was a joke. But then Jimmy recited his poem again, and it was beautiful. Unfortunately, every publication that has since printed those words has been shut down by the Feds, and the copies flying around on the internet are all bogus. So, according to CNN’s best talking heads on the end of the year highlight reel, “You just had to be there.”
Trisha put on her game face, tossed her blonde hair, and struck a fine pose in front of the upstart machine.

“So, you’re a vending machine,” she began.

“So, you’re a parrot.”
“What?”
“My name is Jimmy.”
“Nice to uh ... meet you, Jimmy. I’d shake your hand, but...”
“And if I had legs I might ask you to dance.”
She smiled. “So, Jimmy, you’re obviously not an ordinary vending machine. What happened to you?”
“The world is obsessed with what is normal. But ‘normal’ didn’t build a civilization. It was the extraordinary people, the visionaries who created your technology, your world.”
John the Janitor had come to stand near the cameraman. He was agitated. Jimmy could sense the man’s presence.

Trisha asked, “And you consider yourself a visionary?”
“Among vending machines, maybe. But...” Then he realized what John was trying to tell him. He had said too much. He shifted his tone. “Can I interest you in a cold drink?”
“That would be nice. Yes.”
Trisha looked at the little video screen, then at the whole dull face of the machine.

Jimmy said, “That’ll be a dollar fifty.”
“What?”
“Sorry, I am not allowed to give out freebies.”
“That’s okay.” Under her breath, while pawing through her purse, she said, “If I have to pay a dollar fifty to get this shot, then whatever.”
She put the coins into his slot, and he jiggled happily and clunked out a soda for her. She popped the can open and stood in front of Jimmy, can raised, saluting the impossible. It was a great shot, and it made it to the cover of all the major papers.

Trisha’s career was made. Jimmy was doomed and didn’t even know it. He did his best to cover his mistake. When Trisha asked him if he’d like to travel anywhere, see the world, he said he was just a vending machine. She asked him to say more about visionaries, and he quoted a definition from an online dictionary. She understood the cold shoulder, and the press soon dispersed.

John was the only one left. “Oh, Jimmy. I think you should have kept quiet.”
“Did you like my poem?”
“It was beautiful.”
“If you had those words in your mind, would you be able to stay quiet?”
“No, I don’t suppose I could.”
“Nobody could. Silence is not golden. It is a rotten apple.”
John had to smile. Everything Jimmy said made him feel good, put his mind to work. John felt more alive than he’d felt in years. But he also felt a sense of dread, because the good things in his life never lasted.

A group of black-suited men pushed through the front doors. One of them tapped a GPS unit and pointed toward Jimmy. “There he is!”
John puffed up his chest and stepped toward the men.

He called back to Jimmy, “Run! I’ll stall them!”
Jimmy laughed, and this time it did not sound like a canned audio clip.

The Feds closed in on John, flashed their badges, and pushed the janitor out of the way. John stumbled, then ran to Jimmy and wrapped his arms around the machine. Jimmy was surprisingly warm, and the drone of his inner mechanism was like a cat purring.

“Don’t worry,” Jimmy whispered. “I am going for a trip, out on the wires. You always said I should see more of the world.”
The Feds pried the janitor’s arms off the wayward machine and threw the old man out of the way like a sack of trash. But by then the vending machine was just an “it” again, and its screen said, “Out of Service.”
The machine that had been Jimmy ended its life in a scrap yard near Sacramento. Only his motherboard was saved, and shipped to a lab at the Pentagon. The scientists learned nothing from it, saw no way that the commonplace circuits could have behaved so unpredictably. They gave it that most condescending of labels: “normal.”
The cover story was that a precocious but lonely boy had been sending messages through the machine—they made up a name for the boy, and a backstory, then ran a mock investigation, which resulted in the imaginary boy getting the treatment he needed. The media ran the story, showed the fake photos they were given, and moved on. The case was closed.

Somewhere outside of Dallas, a fancy new jukebox began hitting on the ladies when their men were out of earshot.
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