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JANE remembers her parents saying they spent a lot of time getting the kids off to school and then fighting their way into work through rush-hour traffic to sit at a desk in front of a big square box that would often "crash". Thank heavens life is so much easier now. Rush hours were eliminated years ago: Jane works when it suits her, and carries her office around in her pocket. The files she needs from work fit on a square-inch memory chip. Anything else she wants, including the three dozen newspapers and magazines she

likes to skim regularly, she can get anywhere from the web. Sometimes she still meets her colleagues in the same room for "face time", but she thinks this is over-rated. Usually three-dimensional video does just as well. The vast increases in productivity over the past decade mean thatJane has a lot of free time. She loves being involved in the big issues of the day, so she briefs herself on politics and votes on some of the half-dozen referendums held every day. A pity that so few people bother. Crime and terrorism were virtually eliminated a decade ago. A few people still misbehave, but with constant surveillance it is hard to get away with anything. Fraud and stalking were wiped out when DNA-matching instant identification was narrowly approved in a national referendum a few years ago. Jane barely remembers that initial terrorist attack on September 11th 2001, but recalls the years of constant fear afterwards, leading to the referendum that gave the authorities  almost complete surveillance rights over everyone and everything. And when web  technology gelled a few years later, terrorism just stopped. Private life, too, has got a lot easier. Most of the "drudge" shopping for food and other essentials is done automatically: all Jane has to do is to set the inventory levels in her kitchen. That leaves more time for fun shopping, say for clothes. She also likes the reassurance she gets from the implanted medical chips that transmit her data to her doctor's information base. Jane always knows where her kids are because she can call them up on screen. They are too busy to get into much mischief anyway, with the round-the-clock edutainment she has scheduled for them. Indeed, she knows the whereabouts of everyone who matters to her, and can

contact them at the press of a button. If only her husband Dick would cheer up. You'll never walk alone Dick is depressed. He does not feel it is enough to talk to Jane on video a dozen times a day, and get together a few times a week for sex. Yes, watching the  football together last night via video was fun, and Jane picked some great camera angles to look at the game from. They laughed so much that he wanted to send a clip from Jane's video to Harry at university, but the boy had someone with him and had blocked the cameras in his room. That made Dick feel wistful. It would have been nice for Jane and him to be in the same room together too. If she would just stop attending political  meetings and voting so much, they might have more time to spend with each other.

Dick is bored with his job, but that isn't his main problem. He just feels watched all the time, even though Jane has explained to him that only those with authorised access can know what he is doing. He is not so sure. Certainly, all kinds of strangers - his personal tax collector, officials at the town hall - seem to know an awful lot about him. And he really dislikes the idea that everything he does is poured into a database. He wants another beer, but everyone will know about it-the supermarket, Jane, his doctor. The trouble is, he is slightly older than Jane, and can still remember a time when it was possible to be alone.

Certainly he doesn't agree with Jane that everything is perfect. Yes, travel is much easier than it used to be, because everything is arranged instantly on the web. But there are parts of the world he cannot visit any more because the political oppression there is just too frightening. And life at home is such a treadmill. Dick's boss is demanding live access for

more and more hours of the day, and video messages are always piling up. To escape these pressures, Dick spends too much on entertainment, but to pay those big bills he has to spend yet more hours at work. He deeply resents Microdisneysoft charging for absolutely everything, and Timesonywarner isn't much better. Maybe his father has the right idea. Dick hardly sees the old man these days because he always seems to have his

video image and live-communicator access blocked. Blocking access is considered rude, even suspicious, but Dick wonders if he shouldn't do the same.

