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3pm
Roger Birch’s Funscreen spoke to him in its usual voice; pleasant, female, and unnervingly lifelike.
“Please rate the previous commercial placement in terms of enjoyment and interest,” it said.
Roger held up one finger for enjoyment followed by a clenched-fist zero for interest.
The weight-loss ads had always annoyed him. It was one thing to be watched by the Funscreen — no one minded that — but it was something else to be judged by it. Something worse.
In reality, the Funscreen already had all the response data it needed in the form of Roger’s tired facial expression and his restful heartbeat.
The Funscreen counted fingers largely to gauge viewer honesty, and Roger’s low ratings reaffirmed its knowledge that showing him any more ads for diet pills would be a waste of everyone’s time.
“Thank you, Roger,” the Funscreen said. “You will receive no further placements from our good friends at Gut Busters. While we appreciate that you are happy at your current weight, visual input suggests that your jeans are a little tight. Our good friends at Mansize Clothing would love to show you their latest styles. You will receive 50 FunFare credits for viewing this placement.”
Roger raised his right thumb in agreement. A 50-credit placement was not to be sniffed at, especially when he needed another 245 credits to buy an entry for the big quiz before the 7pm deadline.
He always needed credits, of course, but he really needed them tonight.
First prize in the monthly quiz was 10,000,000 FunFare credits — more than he could earn in a decade of all-day ad-viewing. Roger’s wife Lydia, one of the lucky few who still had a cash-paying job, earned only slightly more than he did.
The Mansize Clothing ad began.
Roger paid keen attention, hoping that an interested facial expression might encourage his Funscreen to deliver more of these high-paying placements in the future.
But after six long minutes of well-dressed fat men talking to well-dressed thin women in trendy bars and cafés, Roger’s concentration faded.
He looked to the floor for a few seconds and rubbed his brow to regain focus. An alarm began to sound.
A familiar female voice addressed Roger, somewhat less pleasantly than before: “Please remove all obstructions from the field of view and resume viewing. Please remove all obstructions from the field of view and…”
Roger looked back up at the Funscreen. The ad resumed and ended only 30 seconds later.
“Thank you for viewing,” the Funscreen said. “After applying a 10-credit interruption penalty, we have credited your account with 40 FunFare credits. Please rate the previous commercial placement in terms of enjoyment and interest.”
Roger raised his middle finger once for enjoyment and again for interest.
He hated the Funscreen. He hated how degrading the whole thing was — being paid peanuts by advertisers in return for his attention — but more than that he hated how necessary it was.
Roger’s family was one of the millions that depended on a Funscreen, the smartest of all smart TVs.
Every major political party had agreed that the new technology represented the best way to proceed with the much-needed privatisation of welfare, and the unemployed masses soon had nowhere else to turn. Subsidised Funscreens were made available to all claimants and traditional welfare payments were phased out.
Now, rather than being a burden on the state, each citizen could make a living by selling the one thing that would always be valuable: their attention.
Put simply, Funscreen was a winner for all involved.
The government saved on welfare spending; advertisers pounced on the opportunity to target consumers with military precision; producers delighted in their instant feedback on which area of the screen viewers focused on at any given moment; Joe Schmo could spend 18 hours on the couch every day and his wife couldn’t say a word against it.
From the outside looking in, the system was perfect.
After the Mansize Clothing ad was complete, Roger walked to the kitchen for a drink and caught his reflection in the mirror as he passed, unshaven and unkempt.
He looked down at the robe and slippers he had taken to wearing every day. He thought about his previous life: a life in which he was Mr Birch rather than Roger, a life in which the robe was a suit, and a life in which the TV was something he looked forward to watching after a long day at the office. The memories were paper-thin.
The front door swung open noisily as Roger reached for a can of Whizz Cola. He couldn’t believe it was already that time, but, sure enough, the kids were home from school.
“How was your day?” he asked.
16-year-old Danny didn’t even offer his usual shrug as he hung up his wet jacket on the back of the door.
Sophie, still a few years away from teenage indifference, smiled at Roger. “Good,” she said. “I earned 3 credits doing consumer surveys on my phone at lunch and another 6 watching ads on the school bus.”
“That is good,” Roger said. He wasn’t sure if he meant it.
Sophie’s earnings were automatically added to the family wallet, and 9 credits would help with the quiz fund. Still, though, the idea of her having to sit through the same garbage he did for even one minute didn’t sit well with Roger.
“You should go outside and play when the rain stops,” he told her. “You’ve done enough for one day.”
Sophie smiled again and went upstairs to change.
“I didn’t earn anything,” Danny said. “Do I get to stay in?”
“What were you doing at lunch?” Roger asked him.
“Eating.”
“And on the bus?”
Danny shrugged. “Studying, I guess.”
“You guess?”
“I guess.”
“So when’s the test?” Roger asked.
“Tomorrow. That’s why I have to study today.”
Roger looked at the clock in the corner of his Funscreen. He had just under four hours until the quiz and still needed more credits than he cared to count.
Despite hating ads, Danny watched a lot of TV. His consumer profile was therefore very well-formed, making his attention much more valuable than Sophie’s or Lydia’s. He could come in handy.
“You’re not studying until you’ve watched TV for an hour,” Roger insisted. He rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath. “Kids these days…”





4pm
Danny knew it was quiz night and he could see from the Funscreen’s dashboard that the family wallet needed a quick boost if Roger was going to be able to buy an entry.
“Okay, I’ll watch some ads,” he groaned. In truth the boy didn’t really care about studying, anyway, but he saw no harm in letting his dad think he was acting more selflessly than he was.
Danny sat down and the Funscreen greeted him. Roger handed him an extra can of Whizz Cola and sat at the other end of the couch.
After a few seconds searching for the most relevant ad, the Funscreen spoke up again: “Our good friends at Lexington Cola would love to share a special message with the two of you. You will each receive 5 FunFare credits for viewing this placement.”
10 credits for two people? Roger was in no position to argue, but 10 credits was an insult.
As a safeguard against what Funscreen termed Attention Fatigue, each viewer could receive a maximum of six paid placements in one hour. With that in mind, 10 credits per placement would leave the entry cost for the quiz well out of his reach.
Danny sensed his father’s disappointment. “Make it 15 each and we’ll think about it,” the boy bargained with the Funscreen.
“Just this once,” the Funscreen replied without delay.
Roger raised his thumb instinctively as he tried to process what had just happened.
Since when did the Funscreen respond to haggling?
The Lexington Cola ad had to be new — Lexington spoke to Roger most days but he had never seen this one.
It featured a man and his son, roughly Danny’s age, who sat smiling as they took in a baseball game. Each sipped from a bucket-sized cup of Lexington Cola.
The camera angle rose above the actors and showed them leaning into each other as they laughed. Next, the screen divided into two sections and a real-time image of Roger and Danny filled the right-hand side.
“Lexington Cola brings fathers and sons closer together,” the ad boasted. It was a unique-sounding line that had been delivered thousands of times before.
A father and son on opposite ends of the couch, each drinking Whizz Cola… Lexington knew when to strike.
“Maybe we should try Lexington some time,” Roger said. The four-minute ad was still rolling, but the Funscreen tended not to count positive discussion as an interruption.
Before Danny could reply, Sophie called from upstairs: “Danny, look outside! There’s a double rainbow!”
Danny ran to the window.
“What are you doing?” Roger shouted. He followed Danny to drag him back.
A piercing alarm filled the air, followed by an urgent warning:
“Please remove all obstructions from the field of view and resume viewing. Please remove all obstructions from the field of view and resume viewing...”
Roger turned to the Funscreen and saw that the ad had automatically paused. Perfect. Another interruption penalty.
“You think you can afford to waste your life looking at rainbows?” he yelled at Danny. “Huh? You think watching rainbows is what pays the bills around here?”
Danny didn’t answer.
“Exactly,” Roger moaned. “Now get your ass back on that couch and watch the only thing that does.”
They both sat back down and the ad resumed. It ended three seconds later.
“Three seconds,” Roger said. “A 10-credit penalty because you couldn’t sit down for three seconds.”
Danny started to mutter a half-hearted apology but the Funscreen cut him off: “After applying a 20-credit interruption penalty, we have credited your account with 10 FunFare credits. Please rate the previous commercial placement in terms of enjoyment and interest.”
“Since when is the penalty 20 credits?” Roger protested. “It’s always been 10.”
“The standard interruption penalty is 10 credits per viewer,” the Funscreen replied matter-of-factly. “10 add 10 is 20.”
Danny looked into his father’s impotent eyes and whispered. “I’m gonna smash that thing to pieces one day.”
“Causing wilful damage to your Funscreen is a criminal offence,” a pleasant female voice reminded him. “Your threat has been recorded.”
Danny mumbled an obscenity as he stood up then looked at Roger again before going upstairs. “I can’t believe you put up with this.”
Neither could Roger, truth be told, but what choice did he have?
He finished his Whizz Cola and belched appropriately. The Funscreen’s placement-matching algorithms whirred with urgency as Roger rubbed his stomach and eyed the clock in the corner of the screen.
“Lydia will be home soon, Roger,” it said. “Our friends at Cheesy Boy Pizza would love to deliver your family’s regular order in time for her arrival. You will receive 47 credits for viewing this placement.”
“How much is the pizza at Cheesy Boy?” Roger asked.
“Your regular Pizza Heaven order will cost 47 FunFare credits from our good friends at Cheesy Boy Pizza, representing a 9-credit per order saving versus the same order from Pizza Heaven. The payment you receive for viewing this placement will be sufficient to cover your entire regular order.”
Roger ran some calculations. He needed 186 more credits to enter the quiz, so spending 47 would mean…
“233,” he said. “I’ll watch the Cheesy Boy ad for 233 credits.”
The Funscreen was silent.
“Or you can report back to Cheesy Boy that they lost a potential lifelong customer because you couldn’t seal the deal,” Roger continued. He doubted that the Funscreen would understand such input, much less consider it, but he had nothing to lose from trying.
While Roger was stating his case, the Funscreen ran some calculations of its own. Roger and his family ordered pizza three nights a week without fail. Ordinarily undying in their loyalty to Pizza Heaven, the other major chains had long since abandoned advertising to them.
But Cheesy Boy? Well, Cheesy Boy was new on the scene.
If Roger bought from them once and liked their pizza enough to return, Cheesy Boy would have a valuable customer on their hands.
Pizza was inexpensive to produce and deliver, so much so that a 47-credit order equated to a full 29-credit profit after costs and Funscreen’s commission had been deducted. This meant that if all went well, the ad would pay for itself within three weeks and keep earning indefinitely. It was a no-brainer.
“Just this once,” said the Funscreen.
“Actually, make it 333,” said Roger.
“Just this once,” said the Funscreen.
“433.”
“Just this once,” said the Funscreen.
“533.”
This time, the Funscreen didn’t reply.
Seconds passed slowly and awkwardly.
“533,” Roger repeated.
“Good evening, Roger,” a harsh male voice greeted him through the Funscreen’s speakers, too gruff to be anything but human. “It has come to our attention that you have been attempting to game the Funscreen system by repeatedly requesting higher than normal credit payments.”
“Who is this?” Roger asked.
“This is Michael in Enforcement.”
Enforcement? Roger didn’t like the sound of that.
Why hadn’t he settled for 233, or even 433? Why did he have to push it? There were so many questions in Roger’s mind, but one quickly moved to the front: “What do you want?”
“I want to remind you that gaming the system is a very serious offence, Roger. The penalties for attempting to exploit payment-related bugs like this are particularly severe.”
“But I wasn’t gaming the system,” Roger insisted. “I was just seeing how much I could get. I didn’t even know there was a damn bug! It’s hardly my fault if your systems don’t work.”
Michael in Enforcement was silent as he awaited instructions from his superiors.
Eventually the man’s voice returned, noticeably chirpier. “Funscreen accepts your explanation,” he said. “And as a thank you for bringing this bug to our attention, we have gifted you an entry ticket for tonight’s quiz. Please enjoy this message from our good friends at Cheesy Boy Pizza.”
And enjoy the message Roger did.
He didn’t pay much attention and he didn’t even mind that his account was only credited with the originally agreed 47 credits.
The quiz entry was his, and that was all that mattered.





5pm
When he placed his first ever order with Cheesy Boy Pizza, Roger received confirmation that it would arrive just after Lydia got home from work.
It was highly unusual for him to have an excess of both time and credit, so he endeavoured to make the most of it.
He hadn’t been able to sit down and watch the five o’clock news in peace for what seemed like months and probably was. This was going to be no ordinary night, though, and Roger was anything but a passive viewer.
On the contrary, he hung on the news-reading duo’s every utterance and made a concerted effort to remember the details, knowing all too well that there was a good chance that some of the day’s news stories would make it into the quiz.
After an interesting discussion of the latest celebrity divorce, attention turned to a highly effective drone-strike in Pakistan.
“Elsewhere, 203 terrorists were today eliminated in the most successful single drone-strike to date,” smiled the immaculately turned-out female anchor.
203 — That number would surely come up in the quiz.
Roger internalised the figure then focused on the unpronounceable names of towns and cities featured on the onscreen map. The front door swung open at that moment.
“Hey,” Lydia said. She entered hurriedly enough to indicate that the rain had returned.
Annoyed by the vocal interruption to his info-cramming session, Roger flicked a hand behind his head to shoo Lydia away from his workstation.
He didn’t see his wife’s deflated expression as she walked into the kitchen after a long day in the real world, but the ever-alert Funscreen did.
The news broadcast reached its first ad break seconds after the kitchen door slammed shut, presenting perfect timing for a targeted ad.
“Our good friends at Everstrong Marriage Counselling would love to help you reconnect with Lydia, Roger. You will receive 30 FunFare credits for viewing this placement.”
Roger was annoyed by this placement suggestion — he felt like the Funscreen was judging him again — and he didn’t immediately need the credit. He responded with a decisive thumbs-down.
“No problem, Roger. Our good friends at Diamond Divas would love to help you win your way back into Lydia’s good books with their extensive selection of elegant bracelets and earrings. You will receive 30 FunFare credits for viewing this placement.”
Roger couldn’t be bothered with any hand gestures so vocally instructed the Funscreen to switch off as he rose to join Lydia in the kitchen and prepare the table for the impending pizza delivery.
He told her about the quiz, about his need to pay attention to the news, and about how sorry he was for having ignored her. She offered a meek smile and assisted him in setting the table.
Just as Lydia was moving to call the kids downstairs before dinner arrived, the doorbell rang.
“Pizza,” a voice called through.
Lydia opened the door. “Cheesy Boy Pizza?” she read from the delivery boy’s hat. “What happened to Pizza Heaven?”
“I thought we could try something different,” Roger answered. “You’re always saying we should try new things.”
A new brand of pizza wasn’t exactly what Lydia had in mind when she made such comments, but at least he was trying.
Danny and Sophie asked similar questions about the sudden change when they reached the kitchen to find blue pizza-boxes on the table where there should have been red ones.
“It’s the exact same order we usually make,” Roger told them, “just from a different place.”
No one was convinced.
Danny took the first bite. He nodded carefully as the taste sunk in. “Okay… it’s better,” he readily admitted.
Everyone soon agreed. Sophie was finished first, declaring herself full after just one densely-topped slice. Her attempts to blame her lack of appetite on a big lunch didn’t cut it with Lydia.
“I hope you’re not worrying about your weight again, darling,” she said. The girl’s silence indicated that she was.
“Yeah, you’re not even fat,” Danny said. Lydia smiled at his blunt attempt at kindness.
“If I’m not fat, why does the Funscreen keep trying to sell me weight-loss pills?” Sophie asked everyone and no one in particular.
“Those are probably meant for me,” Roger said. “I get those ads all the time. Sometimes the Funscreen gets mixed up and delivers the right placement to the wrong person.”
That explanation didn’t cut it with Sophie.
“If the ad was for you, why did it keep saying my name?” she asked. “Why did it say that a lot of girls my age struggle with stubborn puppy-fat? The whole thing was aimed at me. It even had a virtual Before-and-After of my body.”
“The Funscreen is an idiot,” Danny assured her. “Don’t listen to it.” He spoke from a position of understanding, having once been targeted by a series of ads for Zit Killa acne cream which pulled the same Before-and-After tactic that the diet pills were using on Sophie.
Danny’s ads had taken it even further, though, planting his acne-ridden face on an actor’s body. The actor stood by his locker in a high-school hallway and looked at the floor as the cheerleading squad walked past and laughed at him.
Virtual Danny then reached into his locker and found a bottle of Zit Killa acne cream. He applied the cream and transformed instantly. The cheerleaders stopped to approach him as they walked back in the opposite direction.
“Hey,” said the prettiest among them. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Call me sometime.”
The girls walked away and virtual Danny winked outwards from the screen. It had been beyond creepy for the boy to watch his virtual self trying to sell him a product, and, although he would never admit it, this incessant chipping away at his confidence was why Danny didn’t like watching ads.
“I don’t even know why you let that thing in our house,” the boy growled at Roger. “All it does is spy on us and try to sell us crap we don’t need!”
Lydia’s eyes encouraged Roger to provide a real answer to Danny’s complaint. Sophie offered a similar expression.
“We need the money,” Roger sighed. “But if I win this quiz, I’ll cash-in the credit and get rid of the Funscreen. That’s a promise.”
While Roger spoke, the kitchen door was open.
His Funscreen was listening.





6pm
Sophie and Danny went back upstairs after dinner, leaving Roger and Lydia alone in the kitchen.
“What time does the quiz start?” Lydia asked him.
“Seven,” he replied.
“Are you watching anything before then?”
Roger gave a half-shrug. “I was kind of planning to look over last week’s questions. I have enough credits to buy access to two previous weeks since they gifted me the ticket, but I think I’ll just focus really hard on last week. Why, did you want to watch something?”
“I thought maybe we could watch the end of that movie we started last night,” Lydia said. “The one with the vampires. We’ve only got a tiny bit of it left to see.”
Roger nodded. Their two tickets for Lair of Fangs had cost him 20 credits, after all, so he figured they might as well watch the end. Additionally, he figured that some mental downtime might be just what he needed before the big quiz.
After a few minutes of mind-numbing plot developments, Danny entered the room.
“Unauthorised viewer detected,” the Funscreen said. “Hello, Danny. Do you wish to purchase a ticket for Lair of Fangs? Your account will be debited 10 FunFare credits per additional ticket.”
Danny ignored the Funscreen. “I’m going to meet someone,” he told his parents.
“Ooh, is it a girl?” Roger asked. “Don’t tell me you finally found yourself a girlfriend?”
“It’s just Kevin, alright? Why do you have to be such a relentless asshole?”
“Geez. You kiss Kevin with that mouth?” Roger quipped.
Danny slammed the door and left without another word.
“I was only messing with him,” Roger said, addressing Lydia’s frown.
She said nothing and gestured for the Funscreen to resume Lair of Fangs.
The movie ended without Roger really noticing, at which point the Funscreen made its usual offer of 10 credits if they would agree to review products of potential interest.
Product placement had been a major income-generator for production studios since the Funscreen debuted. The technology enabled studios to tell exactly which area of the screen each user was focusing on at any given moment. If a viewer’s eyes settled on a particular piece of furniture, for example, the Funscreen would offer them the chance to purchase it at the end of the movie and the studio would receive a commission on every order.
Following Lair of Fangs, four items appeared on the screen: two goblets, a silver platter, and a red bra.
Lydia called up the information on each item in turn. She had always liked goblets and the platter was delightful, but such things were far out of her reach and would remain so unless Roger succeeded in his quest to win the quiz. The red bra, however, might be worth a look.
Lydia couldn’t remember which part of the movie the garment had featured in, so she opted to ask the system.
“Funscreen: deliver tracking breakdown,” she ordered, making an unnecessary effort to enunciate her words.
Roger shuffled uneasily in his seat as the Funscreen prepared the requested data.
The bra had appeared in an innocuous scene near the start of the movie which involved the once-bitten-forever-smitten protagonist wandering longingly around her vast bedroom. During the tracking breakdown, a marker appeared on the screen for each viewer. Roger’s gaze was represented by a red dot and Lydia’s by a blue one.
As soon as the scene began to play, it was clear that one of their gazes had followed the buxom damsel’s chest from one side of the screen to the other, settling as soon as she did and staying put until the camera cut away.
The offending dot was red. Red for Roger.
“Care to explain yourself?” Lydia said.
Roger didn’t. There was no way around it; his eyes had lingered.
Lydia stood up and headed for the front door. “You’re a pig,” she snapped. “A pig.”
Her exit was too quick for Roger to ask where she was going, but he knew from experience that she would make the short walk to her sister’s house and proceed to tell anyone who would listen how terrible a mistake she had made in marrying him.
Roger exited the tracking breakdown.
Right on cue, the Funscreen spoke up. “Our good friends at Everstrong Marriage Counselling would love to help you reconnect with Lydia, Roger. You will receive...”
He rejected the all-too-familiar placement before the Funscreen even had time to make an offer.
On another day Roger might have overlooked the Funscreen’s judgemental streak and been tempted by the credits, or perhaps even by the opportunity to save his marriage, but tonight he had more important things to worry about.
This quiz wasn’t going to win itself.





7pm
Leading up to his big moment, Roger studied the previous week’s quiz questions with the focus of a monk.
There seemed to be little pattern to the questions, which covered everything from basic geography to classic literature.
Roger couldn’t believe that there had been a question about some book called The Old Man and the Sea. Who had time to read books?
Other questions involved things like the gestation period of a blue whale and the distance between the earth and the sun. Roger didn’t know these things, but the multiple choice answers usually included only one reasonable option. All things considered, he felt confident that he could do well.
Thousands of others would be competing at the same time. Each player would begin to accrue credits after answering seven introductory questions correctly, with an incorrect answer meaning instant elimination.
An unlimited number of contestants could win the 10,000,000-credit jackpot each month, but no more than two had ever won it in the same quiz. Most players banked their earnings before the final question and Roger couldn’t even remember the last time he had seen someone go for the jackpot.
After all, a guaranteed 1,000,000 credits was an awful lot to risk.
Given the level of the prizes at stake, significant safeguards were in place to prevent cheating.
Funscreens around the country watched their participating quizzers carefully each week to ensure that none were using devices to find answers online, and participants were eliminated if anyone without an entry walked into their Funscreen’s line of sight.
One enterprising family had previously attempted to con their Funscreen by wearing dark glasses, ski masks, gloves, and sufficient padding to block their heartbeats from its prying eyes. This was all intended to enable them to covertly scribble notes of assistance for their official participant in the quiz.
Needless to say, they were caught. But worst still, they also suffered the ignominy of having footage of their failure broadcast to millions of viewers as Funscreen sought to make an example that would warn everyone else against doing anything similar.
The image of a family dressed up as bank robbers in their own home was both laughably tragic and tragically laughable.
Roger knew as well as anyone just how strictly the rules were implemented, so if Lydia wasn’t home before the quiz started he would have no option but to lock her out of the house.
As if to prove this point, Danny entered through the front door just five minutes before Go Time. He walked up to the Funscreen and looked closely at the screen.
“Hello, Danny,” the pleasant female voice greeted. “Would you also like to participate in tonight’s quiz? The cost of entry will be 4,000 FunFare credits. Please connect with a Funscreen representative to discuss a credit extension.”
Danny giggled and turned to face Roger. “What are we eating tonight?”
“We already ate three pizzas,” Roger answered. There was something odd about Danny’s expression, but he couldn’t quite place what it was.
Danny giggled again. “I mean, like, what are we eating tonight, tonight?”
“I don’t have time for this,” Roger said. “Get out of my way. Go to your room and don’t even think about coming downstairs. In fact, when you’re up there, you can tell Sophie that I’m going to lock all the doors.”
Danny walked slowly and deliberately towards the stairs, still giggling as he went. Four barely audible words left his mouth. They sounded something like “you won’t win, anyway,” but Roger was too busy to care.
He reviewed past questions for his final few minutes until the big moment arrived and the quiz host walked onstage to greet his hopeful contestants.
A near-record 94% of those contestants were eliminated in the quick-fire round, leaving Roger thanking his stars to be one of the lucky 6% of survivors.
His general knowledge was evidently superior to most people’s, but for two of the seven questions he relied on his fall-back tactic: if he didn’t know the answer, he always went for B.
Roger required his fall-back again to earn his first prize of the night: 4,000 credits.
After three further successful answers — one correctly identifying the gestation period of a panda — Roger was sitting pretty at 100,000 credits.
This was serious money.
His hand-to-mouth Funscreen account had never contained even a tenth as much. Converted to cash, it was what Lydia earned in a month.
Before each question, contestants had the opportunity to bank their earnings and retire from play. The host always provided a clue as to the nature of the next question to tempt them to continue, this time revealing that the 500,000-credit question would relate to modern cinema. Roger elected to gamble.
“Kaitlyn Judd starred in which recent vampire blockbuster?”
Immediate regret filled Roger’s mind.
Crud… what was it called? Why didn’t I pay more attention to that instead of what she was wearing?
He tried to remain calm as the options appeared. The only one he recognised was C)Lair of Fangs. Educated guesswork went against his usual strategy, but he didn’t even know if option B, The Stake of Destiny, was a real movie.
He had to go with C.
Correct!
Roger marched into the penultimate round with just nine other players. The host’s promise that the 1,000,000-credit question related to science saw four of them bank their 500,000 immediately.
Going against all of his better instincts, Roger played on.
His heart had never pounded faster than it was in that moment as he waited with bated breath for the quiz master to reveal whether he had been brave or foolish.
After a long pause designed to ratchet up the tension even further, Roger found his courage rewarded with a question he knew.
He would have pinched himself if he wasn’t so desperate for this dream run to keep going.
Other than mercury, bromine was the only chemical element to be liquid at room temperature. Roger knew this beyond any doubt and he had never been so grateful to have had an engaging chemistry teacher.
1,000,000 FunFare credits.
1,000,000!
Roger’s current earnings represented more than he could accrue in a full year of all-day viewing. He waited for a hint about the topic of the next question.
“Now,” the host began, “as you probably know already, we offer no hint regarding the nature of the final question. Our players’ decisions over whether to cash in or keep going all come down to how much they really want that jackpot.”
This was a major setback. Roger didn’t know this, primarily because it had been so long since anyone had been brave or foolish enough to proceed to the final question.
Knowing nothing of the final question, Roger knew he could be walking into a trap. But he could almost touch the 10,000,000 credits. If 1,000,000 would grant him a year’s freedom from soul-destroying ad-viewing then it went without saying that 10,000,000 would mean a whole decade — almost as long as Sophie had been alive.
He quite simply had to go for it.
Only one of the other remaining players joined him in tackling the final question.
“We are left with two brave players,” the host beamed. “Best of luck to Nicki and Roger.”
To hell with Nicki and to hell with luck, Roger thought. Just give me the question.
“And now… the 10,000,000-credit question. How many terrorists were killed in today’s drone-strike? I repeat: how many terrorists were killed in today’s drone-strike?”
“203!” Roger shouted at the Funscreen. “203!”
He could hardly believe his luck. All he wanted was for the options to appear so he could lock his answer in and secure the jackpot.
The host read the options out before they appeared: “Was it A) 3, B) 23…”
And then, from nowhere, came three firm knocks on the front door.
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Roger held his breath.
Don't shout through the door, Lydia, he implored her. Don't shout through the door!
Lydia didn’t shout, because Lydia wasn’t there.
“Please unlock your door, sir,” a male voice boomed. “This is the police.”
A prank, surely. One of Danny’s idiot friends. Probably that annoying Kevin kid.
Roger stayed quiet.
Whoever the caller was, they seemed to be out of the Funscreen’s earshot.
“I’m forcing the lock,” the unseen man said. He began to count down from five.
Roger tried to maintain his focus and select from the options that now filled the screen. He chose 203, knowing beyond any doubt that it was correct.
“Are those your final answers?” the host asked Roger and Nicki.
Roger instinctively answered out loud. But before he could select corresponding “YES” option to lock-in his winning answer via the Funscreen’s remote, the whole screen turned blue.
“Unauthorised viewer detected,” an unpleasant female voice stated.
Roger turned around to see a police officer standing beside his open door.
“What the hell have you done?” he screamed at the man. “You just cost me 10,000,000 credits! I won’t even get the million I could have banked!”
Unmoved, the man stepped forward. “Mr Birch, is your son Danny home?”
“Why?” Roger asked, temporarily distracted from the quiz-related disaster by the suggestion that his son had done something wrong.
“This isn’t going to be easy for you to hear,” the officer said, “but we have reason to believe that he is involved in the consumption and/or distribution of narcotics and/or hallucinogens.”
Roger shook his head dumbly. “You’ve got the wrong house.”
“With respect, sir, the alarm was raised by this very Funscreen.” The police officer pointed at the unit on Roger’s wall.
“What?”
“Your Funscreen reported that Danny Birch — age 16, resident at this address — appeared in front of its input sensors while appearing to be under the influence of a controlled substance. His pupils were dilated, his eyes were puffy, and his speech was slurred. The unit’s records indicate that you were present at the time. Did you happen to notice any unusual behaviour from your son?”
Danny had been giggling like a loon, Roger remembered, but that didn’t seem like something the police had to know about. “Nothing at all,” he lied.
“Hmm. In any case, I’m going to have to speak with him,” the officer insisted.
“He’s upstairs studying.”
“Sir, I’m going to have to speak with him.”
“No,” Roger said, unprepared to back down. “He hasn’t done anything wrong.”
“That would mean more coming from him than you, Mr Birch.”
Roger eventually relented, somewhat softened by the implication that Danny could talk his way out of whatever trouble he might be in. “Okay, I’ll call him down.”
Danny heard the call and walked carefully down the stairs. “What’s all this about?” he asked Roger as the police officers came into his eyeline. “Did you try to cheat in the quiz?”
Roger shook his head and explained the situation to Danny. He still hoped that the whole thing was a big misunderstanding, but that hope grew fainter the more he looked into his son’s vacant eyes.
“I took some cough medicine before I went out, okay?” Danny said, turning to the police officer. “Is that a crime? How can you show up at our house because the TV says I look tired?”
“Tell us about your friend Kevin,” said the man, deflecting Danny’s question. “Funscreen records show that you mentioned going to meet him.”
“So?”
“Can you confirm that the Kevin in question is your classmate Kevin Douglas of 172 Slater Avenue?”
Danny’s face fell. “Is he dead?”
“No. But he is in police custody.”
Danny swallowed hard. That was almost worse.
“Kevin was found in possession of marijuana,” the officer continued, “and our system tied it all together. Your Funscreen raised the initial alarm, linking your slurred speech and drowsy appearance to the meeting you mentioned previously. This led to an automatic digital investigation of your contact with Kevin, revealing a telephone conversation recorded by his Funscreen earlier this evening in which he explicitly asked you, and I quote: “So, like, how much pot do you need, man?” You answered that you would decide when you saw it.”
“Is this true?” Roger asked Danny.
“I have nothing to hide,” Danny said.
Roger narrowed his eyes. “That’s not what I asked. Did you agree to buy drugs?”
Answering without answering, Danny put his head in his hands.
How could Kevin have been so stupid as to make a sensitive call in front of the goddamn spy screen?
A well-meaning school teacher had told their class that the Funscreen was a data-miner’s dream and that its inputs were regularly scanned by law enforcement agencies, so Kevin was as clued up as anyone could be.
Danny realised in that moment that it just didn’t make sense.
“You expect me to believe that Kevin made a call in front of his Funscreen while it was switched on?” he asked.
“It doesn’t have to be switched on,” the officer replied. “Or, to put it another way, it’s always switched on. As long as the Funscreen is plugged in, the Funscreen is recording. But forget about that. All that matters right now is that it will count in your favour if you come easily. You’ll be looking at a few education sessions, some community service…”
“For what?” Danny protested. “Talking about drugs? I’m not even holding! Maybe I did meet Kevin to buy some. So what? Unless you can prove otherwise, I backed out of the deal. My eyes are puffy from the medicine.”
The boy faked two coughs. This lie would fall apart if Kevin testified differently but Danny trusted that he wouldn’t. Because however much of an idiot Kevin might have just proven himself to be, one thing Danny knew for sure was that his best friend was no rat.
The police officer had little choice but to retreat and hope that the system came up with some new evidence.
“Take this as a warning,” he said, approaching the still-open front door. “Both of you. You should reflect on what kind of household you’re running here, Mr Birch. Your Funscreen has sent us three separate reports tonight. First you tried to game the payment system, then your son threatened to smash the unit to pieces, and now this nonsense. You oughta keep a closer eye on him. The Funscreen can’t do all of the work.”
Roger and Danny stood in silence, listening as the police car pulled away into the night.
Roger stared blankly at the Funscreen. He had welcomed it into his home and it had ratted out his son to the police. He wanted to smash it to pieces himself.
“It’s watching us watching it,” Danny said. “It’s watching us all the time. It’s listening to every word we say.”
Roger didn’t reply.
A few seconds later, Danny spoke again in a much weaker voice. “So,” he gulped. “Are you gonna tell her?”
“Maybe,” Roger lied.
Of course he wasn’t.
Lydia would be disappointed in Danny, for sure, but she would be furious with Roger for letting their son use drugs on his watch.
“Wait,” Danny thought aloud. “What if the Funscreen tells her?”
“Why would it do that?”
“I dunno. Who knew it would tell the police what schoolkids were talking about on the phone?”
Pensively, Roger sat down. Danny followed.
They stared up at the Funscreen, wondering what it was thinking. It always had that advantage.
People were easy to read, what with their heartbeats and facial expressions. But the Funscreen? The Funscreen was faceless. The Funscreen’s eyes were hidden behind a 60-inch glass veil. The Funscreen couldn’t be read.
After two long, ponderous minutes, the Funscreen switched itself on.
“Hello, Roger,” a pleasant female voice greeted. “Hello, Danny.”
They looked at each other then back at the Funscreen.
“Our good friends at Smile Time, Inc. would love to tell you about their latest worry-killing wonder drug, clinically proven to reduce stress and anxiety by up to 98%. You will each receive 25 FunFare credits for viewing this placement.”
Danny stood up and walked away.
Seven seconds passed.
Roger raised his thumb.
THE END
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If you enjoyed Funscreen and haven’t yet checked out Pamela 2.0, you’ll find that it contains some similar themes of over-bearing home technology having unexpected consequences.
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Every home could use an extra helping hand...
Meet Pamela 2.0, the latest and greatest incarnation of a gadget like no other.
Increased intelligence! Greater dexterity! Faster responsiveness!
The lucky tech reviewer who receives the first prototype quickly learns that Pamela 2.0 represents a quantum leap in consumer robotics, capable of meeting a modern homeowner's every need.
Eager to please by following any order that doesn't involve physical contact with a human, there's almost nothing Pamela can't do — she takes out the trash, she washes the dishes, she feeds the dog.
But sometimes, just sometimes, she thinks for herself.
Today, Pamela arrived with one objective: to secure a positive review from her influential host. And one way or another, she'll stop at nothing to get it...
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Author’s Notes
Thank you for reading Funscreen!
A version of this story was first published way back in August 2013. It has been great to revisit the old text and bring it up to speed.
Funscreen was the first short story I ever published and my writing has naturally come a long way in the intervening 8.5 years. Although I haven’t made any plot changes in this new edition, I do feel that you’ve just read a much better story than the original.
The idea for the story came to me when digital advertising was far less insidious than it is today, so I think the themes and philosophical questions are even more relevant in 2022 than they were in 2013.
The prevalence of home-based digital ‘assistants’ has also rocketed since then, making some of the dystopian-tinged elements come a little too close to the truth for comfort.
I wrote my Sycamore series with similar themes in mind, and that too is in the process of being reworked for a 2022 re-release. Again, that was the first novel I ever published and also arrived back in 2013 so I’ve certainly come a long way since then — and so has some of the real-world technology that inspired the books.
For updates on when you can read the upcoming 2022 re-release of the Sycamore books, including a brand new story as part of the upcoming Cyber Seed Compendium box set, be sure to sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
All of the existing Sci-Fi Sizzlers are now available in audio format and I’m working to have Funscreen and the new Cyber Seed Compendium there before long, too.
My main focus at the moment is a new full-length sci-fi project (more than one, in fact), and I’m very excited to share more about that soon. Again, my newsletter is the best place to follow my important announcements on those fronts.
Thanks again for checking out Funscreen. and I look forward to seeing you again very soon!
    
Please let me know what you think of Funscreen. Reviews and word-of-mouth recommendations are the oxygen of modern publishing, so every kind word is greatly appreciated and really does make a difference.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read some of my work before it goes public, you can click here to join my Facebook fan group.
If you haven’t done so already, for general updates you can sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
For those of you who haven’t read any of my novels yet, my top recommendation is to start with Not Alone — an international multi-format bestseller with well over 130,000 copies sold. Not Alone is available now at Amazon and Audible, as are its sequels.
But don’t forget, my Facebook group is the best place to go for discussion and info.
Thanks once more, and see you again soon for the next big sci-fi adventure!
Craig A. Falconer
— Scotland, February 2022
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