Virus

I haven’t always been considered a Grouch.  
Yes, it does need to be capitalized.  It’s such a rare quality these days that it has earned a status that practically requires capitals.  But not all caps.  That would mean I was yelling at you.  Which I’m not.  I may be a capital G Grouch, but I’m not rude.  When I was younger, I was actually considered an optimist by my friends.  That is, until they all changed.

It’s true that I had never actually myself considered that I was an optimist – maybe an optimistic pragmatist – after the epidemic swept over the world, I found myself becoming more and more negative.  Particularly when it came to the people around me.  Whether they were related or not.  I’ve had lots of time to think about this (especially since I stopped talking to people – I just couldn’t stand it anymore) and I figure that at any given time, your outlook on life runs along a continuum from 100% optimist to 100% pessimist.  So, then it follows that most people are a combination of both and looking at someone further to the left or right on the scale would then make optimism or pessimism a relative position.  Makes sense, doesn’t it?
Of course, in a scheme like this, very few people would actually be right at the ends – nobody is 100% optimist or pessimist all of the time.  Kinda like that guy who figured everybody was a bit homosexual a bit heterosexual but you could be more or less depending on where you were on the scale.  Thing is, nowadays, people think I’m 100% pessimist.  I can’t shake it.  And so, I have now begun to introduce myself as “Grouch” with a capital G when asked for my occupation.  Somehow it’s easier that way.

The ironic thing is that the problem is entirely of my own making.  I’m the one who started the trend to seek happiness through food.  Problem is, I never forsaw this.  And in all fairness, I don’t think anyone could’ve forseen the effects.  I know if I had, if I’d known what I know now, I never would’ve even begun my research.  

It’s awfully lonely being a Grouch with a capital G; I can never get a date, and most of my friends have disappeared.  I’m sure that they screen my calls out, because in those crazy moments when I think I will go insane if I have to listen to the sound of my own breathing for another minute and I get the nerve to call one of them up, I always get the answering service.  I can’t listen to the tv or the radio because they’re all the same.  All the programming is the same kind of happy go lucky, positive, everything’s coming up roses, kind of drivel.  I have all my old CDs that I can listen to – thrash and metal help a lot, even suicide rock is soothing, but I’ve listened to them so many times, they’re starting to sicken me just as much as the positivity I get on the tv or radio.  So I’ve rationed myself ‘cause I figure if this keeps going on for years yet, I’m gonna need every angry lyric I can lay my hands on, and I don’t want to run out of angst before I get to that point. 
I’ve tried to fit in.  I really have.  But it’s an awful effort to be as sweetly happy as everyone else around me all the time.  I can only sustain the effort for about a half hour.  That’s long enough to get me to the grocery store and back, but not at all long enough for a party, or to go into the office.  So I work from home.  Not that there’s much work for me in the office anyway.  They cut back my hours and my salary in last year.  I’m really pretty pissed off about it, but I can’t really complain about it now, can I?  Every time I’ve tried, I get such blank, nervous stares and then whoever I’m complaining to, whether it’s the janitor or my boss, starts to tell me a joke, usually a knock-knock joke.
Even if I do get through and get him to face it, with the status of Grouch with a capital G, my boss just chalks my complaints about my pay cut up to my “condition”.  I tried talking to a couple of the other guys in the lab about it, but they’re happy with their pay cuts, so they won’t support me on it.

Everyone’s just so fucking happy all the time!

The world is going to hell in a hand basket.  I can see it coming.  

It’s misery… grouchiness… dissatisfaction… call it what you will, it’s all the negative emotions that have driven our society.  A young person experiences grief over the loss of a parent and becomes a doctor, researching the disease that killed mom or dad.  Another person born poor doesn’t like being so and works his tail off in high school, gets scholarships, gets a degree, finds a good job, makes lots of money.  A national leader isn’t happy with the state of his country, spins some propaganda, invades another country,  wins the war, drives his economy up and his ratings in the polls, gets reelected, and then he’s happier. A mother doesn’t like her kid getting beat up by the school bully ‘cause it makes her feel bad, calls the PTA, starts a youth program, gets the delinquent kids busy with something other than beating on her children and everyone’s happy, right?

Misery drives people.  Unhappiness motivates people to find happiness.  And sometimes they make life better for others along the way.

What does happiness do?  Nothing.  Makes you fat, lazy, complacent.  Why fight when you’re happy with the way things are?  Why do anything if you’re content?  What does it matter if our children don’t learn anything if they’re happy?  These are the problems happiness creates.

But I can’t tell people that.  I’m just being Grouch with a capital G if I tell them that.

So I work on a cure.

After all, with my hours cut back to almost nothing, and my Grouch-status meaning I’m discouraged from coming to the office and bringing everyone else down, I have lots of extra time to spend, so I’m working on trying to discover a cure.  I’m miserable like this.  It’s got to end!
Heh.  See?  Misery really does drive people.  I’m hoping it will drive me to discovery.  Then maybe I can have a moment of genuine happiness, not the false happiness I have to project every time I go out.  I’ll be hailed as the saviour of the human race.
That is, if I can discover how to cure people of happiness.

I should be able to.  I’m the one who designed the gene in the first place.

What I didn’t count on was it jumping ship and infecting the whole human race.  Well, almost everyone.  I seem to have a natural immunity to the virus containing the happiness gene.  So I can’t get happy.

No, strike that.  I can get happy.  I just have to do it the old fashioned way.  By doing something I enjoy, or by accomplishing something difficult, or by spending time with people I like.  But the last one is pretty much useless since everyone who I know has caught happiness and they are so saccharine-sweetly content in their lives that I can’t stand to be around them.  My grouchiness gets worse when I’m near those artificially happy people.  
Ha!  It’s almost like an allergic reaction.  That’s funny.

Hmmm.  Wait a sec.  I wonder if that would work.  

Let me see.  It is theoretically possible.  If the virus that people have been infected by doesn’t trigger their immune system – that’s why they’ve all got it and are perfectly happy with it – then maybe I could trick everyone’s immune system into reacting to it.  But how?  

Maybe if I review how I made it.  It was an accident though, so I’m not exactly sure how it happened.

What I was doing was working for a large pharmaceutical company (actually, I still work for them, but with everyone so happy all the time, not much work has been getting done in the lab, so it doesn’t much feel like work).  In the last decade, the demand for anti-depressants, anti-anxiety medications and other mood lifting drugs had mushroomed and we were working on ways of profiting from the desire to feel good.  Our culture was obsessed with feeling good.  We had done some experimentation earlier with producing drugs through recombinant genetics, along the lines of insulin from plants, those kinds of experiments, and we thought if we could get a fruiting plant to produce something like prozac in the fruit, we could get around some of the drug trial problems that were holding so many other products in limbo for so long.  Nothing fancy, just enhancing the fruit with natural endorphins.  Make people feel better eating it.
We figured we could make good money.  Despite Frankenfood hysteria.  All we had to do was to get people to try it.  If we could balance it right, so that they felt happier without the euphoria that people associate with drug use, we could get people not only eating more of our particular line of fruit, but we could eventually tap into the whole holistic and alternative medicine movement by prescribing food as medicine.  

I mean, how beautiful did that sound?  We could see the ads, even though we were only on the technical end, someone else would do the actual ad work.  Guy walks into the doctor’s office, depressed, unhappy with his life, and instead of prescribing a pill, the doctor orders him a fruit salad.  Cut to the man smiling, playing with his kids and smiling as his wife.  All from fruit!  Can you imagine?  

We were psyched, that’s for sure.

We could never have expected the jump.  It had never happened before.  Well, okay, there had been cases of cross-species acquisition of recombinant genes, but they had only been from plant to plant.  No one ever could have expected we would lose control over our little spliced gene and it would manage to spread to humans.

When it first started happening, when there were still enough scientists who were unhappy enough in their lives to care, they speculated that the gene responsible for producing the drug jumped from the peaches (yes, we chose peaches – why?  I don’t know, but peaches it was) to one of the common flu viruses.  And from there, well, you know how easily flu travels.  And it mutates quickly too – such a short life span and all – soon everyone was infected with happiness.  People were producing endorphins all on their own all of the time.  Didn’t matter what they did, they were always producing endorphins.  

Made them happy.  Made them not care that they were happy.  

Nobody’s worried about it.  

Except me.

It’s not just that I’m lonely.  I’ll admit it, I am.  It’s hard being the only Grouch in the neighborhood.  I’m not even green and fuzzy.  Though I suppose if anyone ever actually came over to my apartment, they might liken it to a garbage can.  I haven’t had the energy to deal with cleaning up lately.  Maybe I can add Depressive with a capital D to my resume of anti-social skills too.
But I worry about what all those drugs, even if they are naturally produced, are doing to people.  And even if it doesn’t damage their bodies, what is it going to do to everything else?  

When people get too happy, they stop trying.  

Sure, right now the garbage men are still going to work ‘cause it’s a habit, and it’s a routine.  But what about when they decide that they’re just as happy sitting at home?  They won’t go to work then, will they?  I certainly wouldn’t.  Even if the need for a paycheck keeps them going, that’s fine, they’re just garbage men.  
But what about other parts of society?  What will happen to new discoveries?  What will happen to our society without pain, disappointment and dissatisfaction to drive it?  Who will ever want to discover new things?  If you’re happy even when your parent dies because your body keeps you hooked on endorphins it’s producing, then what motivation do you have to go and find a cure to what killed your mom or dad?  And if the bullies who would’ve beat up on your kid are happy with their lives, they won’t beat him up, and then you won’t feel bad because they beat him up, and anyway, you’re feeling really happy regardless of what happens to him, so you won’t bitch at the PTA and they won’t set up afterschool programs and so on and so on.
You get the picture.  
Where’s the drive?  Why would it matter to anyone to do anything?  We’ll just come to a grinding halt.  A happy grinding halt, but an end of civilization as we know it all the same.

Scares me.  Gives me the shivers when I think of millions of happy people just winding down.  Stopping.  Not caring anymore.  No drive anymore.  

That happens, you’ll have to start calling me Scaredy cat, not Grouch.

Which is why I need to get back to work.  I need to find a way of reversing the effects of this virus.  So, if you’ll excuse me….

