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Cry For Help On The Internet
Malcolm McConnell

On the cool Monday afternoon of April 14, 1997, Sean
Redden, 12, got off the school bus and lugged® his book
bag to his family’s small bungalow® in Denton, Texas.

“Hi, Mom,” the seventh-grader said, squeezing around
the kitchen table to sit at the computer.

Sharon Redden smiled as Sean navigated the brighily
colored pathways from one Web site to another, the small
kitchen echoing with electronic beeps. She and her hus-
band, Kenneth, a county tax employee, lived on a tight
budget®. But they'd scrimped® to buy the “gray monster”
because they understood that for Sean and his sister, Jen-
nifer, 14, computer skills were as vital as literacy.

“What are you playing?” Sharon asked.

“Oh,” Sean shrugged, skipping the mouse across the
pad, “I guess I’ll go to the Tavern. ”

Glenshadows Tavern (pages. wbs. net “Entertain-
ment”) is a popular roleplaying chat room that melds Gothic
fantasy and science fiction. Sean logged in with the handle,
or name, of Meegosh. There weren’t any new players in the
chat room, so he clicked on the icon of a cyber pal® and
chatted about school.
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As he was about to sign off® just before 6 p. m., he
saw an unfamiliar new handle, Susan Hicks, blink onto the
screen. Her brief message was “shouted” in bold letters:
“Would someone help me?”

“A ‘newbie’ who doesn’t know the rules,” Sean mut-
tered. “What’s wrong?” he typed.

A moment later she replied, still shouting. “I can’t
breathe. Help me!”

Sean frowned. This new kid was jumping right in with
a crazy fantasy. Before he could chide her, however, anoth-
er player lightened the mood. “I am the healer of the Tav-
ern. Poof, you’'re healed!”

Type continued to appear on his screen. “Help me. I’m
having trouble breathing. I can’t feel my left side. I can’t
get out of my chair. ”

“Oh, man,” Sean moaned. Pretending to be paralyzed
was a crummy joke. This Susan hicks wouldn’t play this
game if she’d ever seen real kids stuck in wheelchairs.

Scanning the screen, Sean saw other players were ig-
noring her. He was about to click onto another icon when he
paused. What if she's not fooling? If she's really sick, I've
got to help. “Hey, Mom,” he called. “There’s a kid here
who's sick or something. ”

Sharon walked over to the compyter. “It’s not just
some game, is it?” she asked.

This alarm call was not a prank. “Susan Hicks” was ac-
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tually 20-year-old Taija l.aitinen, a student working late in-
to the night at a college library in Kerava, near Helsinki,
Finland—almost 7000 miles from Texas. While searching the
Internet for information on a geography project, a familiar
stabbing heat had mounted inexorably above her ankles®.

IP’s happening again, she thought. Taija had occasion-
ally suffered these attacks since childhood. Burning pain
would suddenly shoot through her feet, jolt up her legs and
sometimes bore into her hips and spine. Her doctors dis-
agreed on exactly what was wrong.

A bad attack could pin her in a sitting position®, un-
able to walk. During the most terrifying episodes, pain
gripped her rib cage like a vise, making breathing difficult.

Tonight, spasms® burned up her thighs and into her
hips like jolts of electrical current. The libray was silent,
making Taija acutely aware that she was alone on the third
floor. The nearest phone was outside in the corridor. Limp-
ing to it 'was out of the question. Any movement sent scald-
ing pain through her body. Can'I craw!? Taija eyed the ex-
panse of polished floor to the door. Too far.

Then she realized that she might get help on the Inter-
net. But how? Taija sometimes practiced her English in
Glenshadows Tavern. As pain clamped her chest, Taija
logged in using her Web name and began typing out her
plea.

“I Don’t think it’s a joke, Mom,” Sean said. He gazed
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at Susan’s last message. Maybe she's asthmatic®, like me,
stuck alone in some apartment or maybe out on a farm. Sean
remembered those terrible nights when he was little, wak-
ing to an asthma attack, the sheets damp with sweat, his
chest and throat on fire.

“Can you call 911 or an EMT?” Sean typed. They wait-
ed tensely. This time of day, with so many people on-line,
exchanging messages seemed to take forever. Finally she
answered. “What is EMT?”

What kid didn’t know the abbreviation for an emergen-
cy medical technician? Even first-graders learn that stuff.
Sean wondered if he was dealing with some mischievous six-
year-old."*“How old are you?” -

“Yam 20.” . o ,

Sharon tapped her foot impatiently. “She shouldn®t be
fooling around like this. She’ll get in trouble. ”

“Where are you?” Sean typed. .. 1}

After another long pause, block letters appeared ; “Fin-
land. 7 - = R . .

“Finland¥” Sharon and Sean exé¢laimed in unison®. “Is
she playing a trick?” Sharon asked sternly. Sean dutifully
typed. “Is this a game?” O T TR

~«Tpija.was listing 1o the right to relieve tingling numb-
ness® on-herleft side.. She was. dizzy, but could read the

question from Meegosh. She’d been afraid people would .

think her.SOS call was part of the game.. Typing carefully’,
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