PORK FUTURES
W. Bradford Swift
Dedicated to Hammus Alabamus — a young porker I met and befriended while working at the Science Disease Lab at N. C. State. Unfortunately, he didn’t have as fortunate a fate as the Hammus of this story.
Pork Futures
Hammus enjoyed watching the new visitors' facial expressions as they tried to conceal their mixture of shock, disbelief and humor at meeting the world's smartest pig. It usually took a visitor a couple of meetings before they realized Hammus was not only the smartest pig ever born, he was the smartest anything ever born, including humans — including themselves. But then, Hammus didn't consider this reaction human arrogance, just human behavior — one of his favorite studies. After all, humans had thousands of years of experience at being the most intelligent species on the planet, or at least convincing themselves of that fallacy, so Hammus's presence disrupted a long standing way of thinking.
Hammus found Dr. Zimmerman's facial expression particularly interesting to watch as he stood next to Dr. Shawna Fogle while she made the introductions. Shawna had prepared Hammus the day before as was her habit before introducing anyone new to her pet project.
"Dr. Zimmerman could be very important to us, Wee-pig," she had said, using her favorite nickname for him. "He's very influential in the scientific community, having distinguished himself as one of the top immunologists and front-runners in the race to discover an effective AIDS vaccine. And although he can be a bit difficult at times, it would be to our advantage to have him on our side."
Now, as the two scientists stood before him, Dr. Zimmerman chewed on an unlit cigar while Shawna twirled a lock of her short curly hair, looking cool and confident except for that one small affectation that told Hammus how she really felt. Dr. Zimmerman's gaze flitted first to Hammus, then to the computer screen he sat in front of, then around the room, momentarily stopping at the pool and sprinkler system, then to the sleeping palette, then to one of the outside windows. Shawna had opened the window earlier so Hammus could enjoy the beautiful spring day. Unfortunately, despite being on the second floor, the distant murmur of the picket line distracted from the otherwise pleasant weather.
Dr. Zimmerman's attention returned to Hammus as Shawna finished the introductions. His gaze traced Hammus's wiring from its cerebral implant up the multi-colored line to the overhanging arm and finally down to the computer.
Zimmerman turned to Shawna. Parking his cigar in one corner of his mouth, he asked, "What do I do, just talk? Can he hear me like this?"
Shawna nodded. "I found in the early days, it's easier if you just pretend you're talking to a cartoon character. The only differences is Hammus can talk back and he's quite smart, in a childlike way."
Zimmerman opened his mouth. False start. Tried again. "Hello, huh, Hammus." He stole a quick glance to Shawna. "I'm Dr. Zimmerman, but of course, Shawna just said that. This is damn difficult." The cigar worked its way to the other side of his mouth.
"Please to meet you, Dr. Zimmerman," Hammus voiced through the computer. He'd chosen his favorite voice to speak in, the one Shawna had said sounded like a male teenager's voice. It seemed to put new visitors at ease the quickest. He also liked the way they often underestimated his abilities. After all, most humans didn't take teenagers seriously. "I understand you will be helping Shawna, I mean Dr. Fogle, by administering some tests to me."
Zimmerman dug one hand deep into his pant's pocket, brought out a chrome lighter and was about to light his cigar when Shawna coughed lightly.
"Sorry," Zimmerman said, returning the lighter to his pocket. "Habits are hard to break." He took the cigar out of his mouth and flicked it nervously as though it had been lit for some time. "Yes," he replied, returning his attention to Hammus. "In fact, I brought a disk with my first assignment to you. I know you've undergone extensive testing over the past several months. You might consider the work I'll be doing with you as a short externship. The questions I'll be posing to you aren't conceptual. They have real life implications. Dr. Fogle seems to feel it would help your public image if we could clearly demonstrate your usefulness to society."
Hammus jumped off the chair, snorted, then walked over to Dr. Zimmerman, the computer cabling automatically lengthening behind him. "If you'd like to leave the disk with me, I'd be happy to review it tonight. It sounds like fun. I hope you've given me some challenging puzzles."
Zimmerman reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out a thumb drive and held it in his hand, as though uncertain whether to hand it to Shawna or the pig. "I think you will find you'll be aptly challenged. These questions were prepared by a number of distinguished doctors in several different disciplines. They were instructed to not pull any punches."
"Let's see what the pig is made of, is that it?" Hammus asked as he walked over to the sprayer. Turning it on with his snout, he laid down in the warm mist.
"Well yes, I guess. No offense intended. It's just, well . . ." Zimmerman sputtered to a stop.
"Relax, Doctor," Shawna said, pointing to the smiley face on the computer screen. "Many people find it difficult to tell when Hammus is joking so we installed in the communication package a way he can let us know where he is coming from. He's not offended at all."
Zimmerman nodded, his face turning even redder by the misunderstanding. "Well of course he was joking. Yes, we want to see what the porker is made of, brains or bacon."
The happy face quickly disappeared from the screen.
"I'll have my response ready for you by tomorrow afternoon," Hammus replied, flipping onto his back and spraying water in all directions.
"Well, that's very nice of you but I think you should know we figured it would take you at least three or four days to respond."
"Tomorrow, 3 pm. I'll have my replies ready," Hammus repeated, then turned his back to the two scientists. The interview was over.
****
"Let's go out the back way," Shawna said as the two scientists walked down the hall after leaving Hammus. "The rear picket line is generally easier to get through."
"You've caused quite a stir with your genius pig, my dear," Zimmerman said as he lit his cigar despite the no smoking signs placed throughout the hall. "Are you sure it's worth it. After all, maybe there are some areas better left unexplored."
Shawna stopped and turned towards him. "Are you taking the creationists' point of view, that I'm a she-devil with the mark of the beast on my forehead or the evolutionists' and ecologists' view that I'm fiddling with nature and it's all going to come crashing down around us."
Zimmerman puffed on the cigar until he was partially lost in the thick cloud of noxious smoke. "Neither, Shawna. I'm simply questioning, that's all. I only have your best interest in heart. That little pig in there has two completely different schools of thought on the same side of the picket line — against you." He nodded in the direction of the sound mounting in the background as they neared the rear of the building.
"How old are you, Shawna? Thirty-two, thirty-three?"
"Close enough."
"Whatever. My point is you have a brilliant future ahead of you. Why jeopardize it for . . . a smart pig?" They had arrived at the rear door. Outside, the chanting — "Barbecue the pig"— grew in volume, making it difficult for Shawna to concentrate on what Zimmerman was saying.
"My work isn't simply about creating a smart pig. It just so happens pigs have 10 times more brain cells per cubic centimeter than humans. What makes us more intelligent than other animals is our interconnecting neurons. My research was to find a way to stimulate a pig's embryonic brain to develop a comparable number of interconnecting neuron as exists in the human brain. I didn't do it just for the fun of it, as some people have implied." The irritation in Shawna's voice mounted. Zimmerman took a step to one side to get away from her waving hands.
"In case you hadn't noticed, the world is in a mess," Shawna continued. "To paraphrase Einstein, 'Our current problems cannot be solved at the same level of thinking that has created them.' We need a new way of thinking. That's what I'm looking for, that's all. It's purely coincidental that my search has taken the direction it has. It has nothing to do with going against God or against nature. I'm doing this for the benefit of humankind just as you are in searching for an AIDS vaccine."
Zimmerman plucked first one hand then the other out of the air and held them in his own. "You're a feisty woman, Shawna. It's one of the things I like most about you. I'm glad to help. I just wanted to be sure you knew what you're up against. The scientific community can ill afford any more mistakes right now."
"Please, Dr. Zimmerman, you needn't tell me about our wonderful scientific community and their ultra-conservative mentality. Just help me to convince them that Hammus can be a valuable asset to all of us. I don't care if he isn't accepted as a colleague. They never have to invite him to an awards banquet or anything. Just give him a chance to prove himself." She pulled her hands out of Zimmerman's sweaty grasp. "Will you do that? Will you help us?"
"Why, certainly my dear. I told you I would. That's why I’m here."
"A public statement of support from such an imminent scientist as yourself would help as well," Shawna said, pushing a little further.
"All in good time. Let's just see how Hammus responds to the questions. I'll stay in touch," Zimmerman said as they reached the exit.
Shawna nodded at the guard who held the door open for the two of them. As they stepped outside, the shouts of the protestors grew in volume. "We've got the sauce — give us the pig."
"Good," Shawna replied, ignoring the crowd. "Then I'll hear from you in the next couple of days after you've had a chance to review Hammus's responses."
Zimmerman nodded as he took the cigar from his mouth and flicked his ashes on the sidewalk. He glanced at the thick crowd of protesters and police. "You have raised a ruckus," he said as he turned and walked off.
Shawna studied his broad back for a moment. There are pigs and then there are pigs, she thought. Give me Hammus any day. She started to turn back to the lab when a cry from the crowd drew her attention. One of the protestors, apparently a creationists from the gaudy cross hanging from his neck and the large placard in the same shape that said, “Crucify the Pig," had broken through the line and was running in her direction, two policemen in close pursuit behind him.
"God made us in his own image, not the image of a pig," the protestor shouted. "Repent your sins -- cook the pig."
Shawna stood her ground and watched as the protestor drew closer, the police closing ground on him. Should she stand and face the assault or retreat to the security of the building? She wasn't accustomed to running from her fights.
The protestor was about fifteen yards from her when the first policeman grabbed him by the arm. Shawna turned and entered the building. Pick your fights, she thought, and choose them carefully.
****
Dr. Zimmerman sat in front of his terminal, the image on the 3- dimensional screen casting an eery glow on his face. The only other light came from the tip of his cigar. It had been four weeks and six sets of questions since his first meeting with the pig. He ran a quick search on Hammus's responses, separating the wheat from the chaff as he had grown to think of it. It was probably a poor analogy since undoubtedly there was just as much startling material on the other topics as the ones he was focusing on — immunology and virology theory.
It had taken a couple of weeks before he began taking Hammus's material seriously. After all, it was a pig, at least in physical form. It had been on the third set of questions when Zimmerman had suddenly jumped out of his seat, spilled his bourbon and soda, dropping his cigar onto the synthetic carpet where it promptly burned a hole. He'd spent the rest of the week in his lab, beginning to verify Hammus's hypothesis. Although it was still too early to tell whether the theory would go anywhere or dead end as had hundreds of others, there was no question left in Zimmerman's mind — the pig's thought processes were from a whole new paradigm of thinking.
As the search completed, Zimmerman quickly scanned the new information before saving it to a back-up disc. He would turn it over to his research assistant in the morning for compilation. If Hammus maintained his running average, there would be at least two or three threads of thinking, any one of which might lead to a Nobel prize. The pig had turned into a gold mind of possibilities.
The phone icon on his desk flashed, indicating an incoming call. Who could be calling this late, he wondered? He flipped his computer to sleep mode and pressed the icon to answer the call.
"Zimmerman here."
"I thought I might catch you in your lab. This is Dr. Albertson. I apologize for calling so late, Doctor, but I wanted to remind you of the ethics committee meeting tomorrow afternoon." The voice spoke at a rapid, breathless pace. "It's a vitally important meeting, as I'm sure you are aware. Your presence is quite important."
Damn ethics meeting, Zimmerman thought as he leaned back in his chair and puffed on his cigar. Strong opposition had been building in the last couple of weeks against Shawna and her pig. It had taken some fancy political footwork to stay noncommittal about the whole affair. The outcome was still too uncertain for him to call it.
"Oh, not to worry Dr. Albertson. I have it down in my calendar," Zimmerman replied.
"Good. Then I will see you there. Oh, while I have you on the phone, could I ask you a quick question?"
"Yes, I suppose," Zimmerman said, his hand stopping just a couple inches from switching off.
"Where do you stand on the genius pig issue?"
The ash from his cigar fell to the carpet, as his hand jerked from the question. Who was this guy — Albertson? I don't remember any Albertson on the committee, he thought.
"I'm sorry, who is this?" Zimmerman asked, an edge to his voice.
There was a pause on the other end of the phone, then a second of static before the line went dead. He slapped the line closed at his end. Damn reporters. They'd try anything to get a scoop.
Zimmerman leaned back in his chair. If he could just get the pig to give him the vital information to break the code on the AIDS vaccine, a mystery that had defied being solved for over twenty-five years. Then the creationists and evolutionists could do what they would with the damn pig. Have a luau, burn him at the stack or pickle him for all he cared. Just give me my breakthrough first.
****
While Hammus waited for Shawna's arrival, he scanned through the most recent data on nanotechnology and ectogenesis, then placed the computer on a search pattern for more information while he strolled over to the mud bath he'd recently had installed.
He wallowed in the warm mud, enjoying the slick feel against his skin. Human's think in such predictable patterns, he thought for the twentieth time. No wonder their discoveries are so limiting. They've been trapped in the same mental blocks for the last 300 hundred years.
Thank goodness there were still a few innovative thinkers like Shawna who were willing to step beyond the boundaries, to think beyond the customs of the day. So many other scientists, including the top specialists, were operating out of the same box with the same rules. Boring and non-productive. Dr. Zimmerman was a perfect example. At the rate he was going, the entire human race would be wiped out by AIDS before he ever stumbled upon an effective vaccine.
Yes, it was a good thing for the human race that Shawna, in a brief moment of human brilliance had thought to create him. I wonder where my boundaries of thinking are? Hammus was still pondering the question when Shawna entered.
"Hey Wee-pig. What exciting discoveries have you made this week? Whenever you get a short break from Zimmerman's tests, I'd appreciate it if you'd take a look at my bank statement. I swear, I can't make heads or tails of it."
Hammus pulled himself out of the mud and strolled over to the sprinkler system. As he walked underneath it, the warm spray started to clean the mud from his pink skin. "I'd be happy to review your financial data, if you'd like." He responded in a new computer voice, one he had programmed himself. He liked the mild accent, slightly European with just a twist of South African. Distinctive yet not too formal.
Shawna raised an eyebrow. "New voice?" She asked.
"Yes, do you like it?"
"I suppose," she replied, "although I liked the teenager better. I guess I'm just a dawdling old mom at heart."
Hammus flashed a quick smiley face in the shape of a heart to let her know he appreciated the comment.
"I thank you for coming on such short notice. I felt it important for you to be here while I meet with Dr. Zimmerman." Hammus deleted the smiley face and pulled up his set of notes.
"What's that?" Shawna asked, glancing at the screen.
"Just some notes I made for the meeting," Hammus replied. He turned the sprayers off and stood there drip-drying for a minute.
"But I can't read a word of it."
"That's right," Hammus replied simply. "It's a special language I've developed. I found English by itself, even when combined with German, Spanish, Greek and Latin to be too limiting. So, I invented my own." He started to add that he'd also invented the language in a special code for security reasons but then thought better of it. Even though he trusted Shawna, he'd grown more cautious in the last few weeks after working with Zimmerman. Humans were inherently not trustworthy.
"Dr. Zimmerman will be here in a few minutes. I think you will find the meeting quite interesting."
"He's not been overworking you, has he?" Shawna asked.
Hammus flashed a smiley face then switched to the new computer graphic he'd created a few days ago. It was a caricature of his face, a close up, laughing hysterically.
"No, he's not been overworking me at all. For the most part, it's been . . . interesting." Watching the buffoon try to glean information from me without my knowing it. Pathetic actually but interesting in a perverse sort of way, Hammus thought.
"I see you've been busy learning how to use the computer as well. You've been one busy little pig, I must say." Shawna nodded toward the screen. "What other surprises do you have in store for me?"
"Let's just wait for Dr. Zimmerman," Hammus replied, as he walked over to the drying fans.
They didn't have long to wait. In a few minutes, the door opened and Dr. Zimmerman entered, trailing a cloud of smoke. "Well, hello Shawna. I didn't expect to see you here. Oh, sorry," he added, quickly stomping the cigar out on the floor. "It is a nasty habit but it's one of my few vices."
"I suggest we get right down to business, if we could," Hammus said. "Please pull up a couple of chairs and make yourself comfortable."
"I thought I was just dropping off some more questions and picking up your responses from last week," Zimmerman said, as he pulled a chair out from next to the computer console and plopped into it.
"We'll make the exchange," Hammus replied, "after we've discussed a couple of items." He climbed into his chair next to the computer terminal and studied his notes.
Zimmerman shot a nervous glance to Shawna. "What's going on here?"
Shawna shrugged. "Hammus invited me. I guess it's his show. What is it you wanted to go over, Wee-pig?"
"I understand you will be attending the ethics committee meeting a couple days from now," Hammus replied in a new voice.
Zimmerman almost fell out of his chair. "What the. . . that voice. I've heard that voice. . . .you — you’re Albertson."
"What are you talking about?" Shawna asked.
"Mr. Piggy here called me the other night, although I didn't know who he was at the time. Wanted to know where I stood regarding the controversy you two have created."
"And what was your reply?" Shawna asked.
"Well, I said. . . well, it's really not something I'm at liberty . . ."
"It's not really important what he said," Hammus interrupted. "It's what he didn't say. I pretty much expected you weren't going to take a stand on the issue. I've been doing some research on you. You have an amazing record of landing on the right side of every major controversy in your long and illustrious career. Slick, very slick."
"Now see here, Porkface. I don't have to sit here and take your abuse," Zimmerman said as he popped out of his chair. "I've got better things to do with my time. . . "
"Sit down." Hammus's deep bass voice thundered over the dual speakers.
Zimmerman sat.
"I hope you have found the information I've been feeding you of interest," Hammus said in his normal voice with the interesting accent.
Zimmerman didn't reply.
"It was a lot of fun concocting," Hammus continued. "Of course, it's completely worthless, except maybe a little of the first disc or so. It took me a couple of days before I figured out your tests were simply smoke screens to try to get information out of me for your own projects. Let me ask you, what's the chance my name would ever appear on any of the findings?"
Zimmerman didn't reply. Suddenly his chubby hands seemed of utmost interest to him as he studied them closely.
“Just as I figured. Well, so you won't waste a lot more of your assistants' time and your grant money, the information I fed you is completely worthless. All blind allies. Of course, it would take you several months, maybe even years of research before you'd figure it out but I'd advise you not to waste your time on it."
"Is what Hammus is saying, true?" Shawna asked. "Answer me."
"Well, I did put some of my own questions in the tests. Of course, my research is very important, too."
"It's okay, Shawna," Hammus said as he jumped off the chair and started pacing back and forth, snorting quietly. "Like I said, it was a lot of fun playing with him, and in the process I stumbled upon something very interesting." He stopped in front of Zimmerman and sat on his haunches.
"And what was that?" Shawna asked.
"I discovered a full proof vaccination against AIDS which, if I'm not mistaken, is what you've been working on for years, is that correct?"
"You're joking. You can't be serious," Zimmerman said as fell back in the chair. "You are joking, aren't you?"
"Not at all. I assure you, my findings will blow your socks off. I'm really quite proud of them. I hope you cooperate so we all can see the fruits of my labor."
"What's that suppose to mean?" Zimmerman asked.
"I'm tired of the protesters outside my window," Hammus continued. "Enough is enough. It's time for humans to grow up. Pig power is here to stay. Either that or I take my vaccine with me."
"Why that's blackmail," Zimmerman shouted, jumping out of his chair again.
"Call it what you like. It's the way it is," Hammus said. "And I'm going to leave it up to you humans to figure out how to make it an iron clad agreement. When you can assure me there's no way I can or will be terminated, I'll release the vaccine — not before. I imagine with the mortality rate from AIDS climbing every day, it should be a great incentive to come up with a solution quickly."
Hammus watched as the two humans digested the news. Long before they had figured it out, he knew they had given in to his proposition. Their body language telegraphed it.
When they finally agreed, Hammus displayed his simulation of a ticker tape parade down Broadway. "You've made a very sound decision for humankind, today. I'm looking forward to working with both of you in the future. I would suggest you get on this right away."
The two scientist stood up and and started for the door, still shocked by the sudden turn of events. As Shawna opened the door, Hammus stopped her.
"Oh Shawna, there's just one more thing. I'd like to meet with you in the next couple of days. No hurry, really. I'd like to discuss your research project. I think it's about time we started creating my mate. It's won't be long before I'm sexually active and I'm looking forward to starting a family."
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