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Quick Switch Flashlight - 'All Sizes Fit One'

Energizer's just come out with a flashlight that works with most common battery sizes.

Called "Quick Switch," it runs on two D, C, or AA batteries.

It works by adjusting a switch to the proper battery size, automatically locking the batteries into place.

Light output's the same no matter which size battery you use, though operating time will vary.

The flashlight will cost $9.99-$12.99 when it goes on sale.

The company has rushed two truckloads of the flashlights to Florida, in advance of the product's planned launch; turns out it's almost impossible to

find a D-cell battery there after the recent hurricanes.

Somebody in St. Louis had a really bright idea, what?

Makes this battery upsizer kit -

which lets you use smaller batteries in larger-capacity devices - superflous, wouldn't you say?

Energizer rival Rayovac didn't have a whole lot to say about the new flashlight.

Why are we not surprised?
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Ivan from space

Scary.
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Your Japanese Name

Oh, you didn't know you had one?

Well, now you can correct that misconception, and find out what yours is, all in one fell swoop.

[via thedoll]
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'I Was Certain, but I Was Wrong'

That's the title of one of the most powerful essays I've ever read.

By Jennifer Thompson, it appeared on the Op-Ed page of the Sunday, June 18, 2000 New York Times.

Whenever someone seems really sure of themself, I think of this essay and say, "You can't be 100% certain."

Oftimes annoyance, irritation, and even outright hostility ensue.

Read the article (below), and see why I always have a shadow of doubt about even the most definite of my recollections and memories.

__________________________

'I Was Certain, but I Was Wrong'

In 1984 I was a 22-year-old college student with a grade point average of 4.0, and I really wanted to do something with my life. One night

someone broke into my apartment, put a knife to my throat and raped me.

During my ordeal, some of my determination took an urgent new direction. I studied every single detail on the rapist's face. I looked at his hairline;

I looked for scars, for tattoos, for anything that would help me identify him. When and if I survived the attack, I was going to make sure that he

was put in prison and he was going to rot.

When I went to the police department later that day, I worked on a composite sketch to the very best of my ability. I looked through hundreds of

noses and eyes and eyebrows and hairlines and nostrils and lips. Several days later, looking at a series of police photos, I identified my attacker. I

knew this was the man. I was completely confident. I was sure.

I picked the same man in a lineup. Again, I was sure. I knew it. I had picked the right guy, and he was going to go to jail. If there was the

possibility of a death sentence, I wanted him to die. I wanted to flip the switch.

When the case went to trial in 1986, I stood up on the stand, put my hand on the Bible and swore to tell the truth. Based on my testimony, Ronald

Junior Cotton was sentenced to prison for life. It was the happiest day of my life because I could begin to put it all behind me.

In 1987, the case was retried because an appellate court had overturned Ronald Cotton's conviction. During a pretrial hearing, I learned that

another man had supposedly claimed to be my attacker and was bragging about it in the same prison wing where Ronald Cotton was being held.

This man, Bobby Poole, was brought into court, and I was asked, ''Ms. Thompson, have you ever seen this man?''

I answered: ''I have never seen him in my life. I have no idea who he is.''

Ronald Cotton was sentenced again to two life sentences. Ronald Cotton was never going to see light; he was never going to get out; he was never

going to hurt another woman; he was never going to rape another woman.

In 1995, 11 years after I had first identified Ronald Cotton, I was asked to provide a blood sample so that DNA tests could be run on evidence from

the rape. I agreed because I knew that Ronald Cotton had raped me and DNA was only going to confirm that. The test would allow me to move on

once and for all.

I will never forget the day I learned about the DNA results. I was standing in my kitchen when the detective and the district attorney visited. They

were good and decent people who were trying to do their jobs - as I had done mine, as anyone would try to do the right thing. They told me:

''Ronald Cotton didn't rape you. It was Bobby Poole.''

The man I was so sure I had never seen in my life was the man who was inches from my throat, who raped me, who hurt me, who took my spirit

away, who robbed me of my soul. And the man I had identified so emphatically on so many occasions was absolutely innocent.

Ronald Cotton was released from prison after serving 11 years. Bobby Poole pleaded guilty to raping me.

Ronald Cotton and I are the same age, so I knew what he had missed during those 11 years. My life had gone on. I had gotten married. I had

graduated from college. I worked. I was a parent. Ronald Cotton hadn't gotten to do any of that.

Mr. Cotton and I have now crossed the boundaries of both the terrible way we came together and our racial difference (he is black and I am white)

and have become friends. Although he is now moving on with his own life, I live with constant anguish that my profound mistake cost him so

dearly. I cannot begin to imagine what would have happened had my mistaken identification occurred in a capital case.

Today there is a man in Texas named Gary Graham who is about to be executed because one witness is confident that Mr. Graham is the killer she

saw from 30 to 40 feet away. This woman saw the murderer for only a fraction of the time that I saw the man who raped me. Several other

witnesses contradict her, but the jury that convicted Mr. Graham never heard any of the conflicting testimony.

If anything good can come out of what Ronald Cotton suffered because of my limitations as a human being, let it be an awareness of the fact that

eyewitnesses can and do make mistakes. I have now had occasion to study this subject a bit, and I have come to realize that eyewitness error has

been recognized as the leading cause of wrongful convictions. One witness is not enough, especially when her story is contradicted by other good

people.

Last week, I traveled to Houston to beg Gov. George W. Bush and his parole board not to execute Gary Graham based on this kind of evidence. I

have never before spoken out on behalf of any inmate. I stood with a group of 11 men and women who had been convicted based on mistaken

eyewitness testimony, only to be exonerated later by DNA or other evidence.

With them, I urged the Texas officials to grant Gary Graham a new trial, so that the eyewitnesses who are so sure that he is innocent can at long

last be heard.

I know that there is an eyewitness who is absolutely positive she saw Gary Graham commit murder. But she cannot possibly be any more positive

than I was about Ronald Cotton. What if she is dead wrong?
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BehindTheMedspeak: Another eye operation to avoid - just approved by the FDA

Every time I read about the latest in corrective eye surgery for conditions which are perfectly amenable to treatment with glasses, I wince.

The reason I wince is because for every thousand people who are delighted to finally lose their glasses, there are a couple who are made

functionally blind by the unfortunate results of these procedures.

But I guess when when you're getting a couple thousand dollars 10 times a day for a 30 minute procedure, and you do the math - (10 x $2,000 =

$20,000/day, x 4 days a week [I mean, come on, if you're a real ophthalmologist, you've gotta be taking off at least one working day a week] =

$80,000/week x 40 weeks a year [I mean, come on, if you're a real ophthalmologist, you've gotta be taking at least three months vacation a year]

= $3,200,000/year - you figure that's an acceptable loss.

I mean, it's not your eye.

Barnaby J. Feder wrote about the latest novelty, the Ophtec implantable lens, which has been used in Europe for the past 17 years, in Tuesday's

New York Times.

You might want to think about why, if it's so great, it took 17 years for Ophtec to finally get it approved for use in the U.S.

Lasik, of course, remains my poster-child when it comes to bad eye operations.

Now people who can't or won't get Lasik or contacts for near-sightedness have something else they can waste their money on.

You couldn't pay me to have one of these procedures.

Here's the story from the Times.

__________________________

F.D.A. Approves Lens Implant That Corrects Nearsightedness

The Food and Drug Administration has cleared eye doctors to treat moderate to severe nearsightedness with an implantable corrective plastic lens,

the developer of the product and its distributor said yesterday.

The Dutch-designed lens, which will be distributed in the United States by Advanced Medical Optics, based in Santa Ana, Calif., will be marketed

primarily to middle-age Americans who are considered to be poor candidates for laser surgery to correct nearsightedness.

The lens approved yesterday is made by Ophtec, a Dutch company that has been selling it in Europe for 17 years. Advanced Medical will sell it

under the name of Verisyse in the United States.

Known technically as a phakic intraocular lens, Verisyse is inserted through a six millimeter incision between the cornea and the iris. 

The 30-minute procedure requires local anesthesia and patients can normally return to work the next day.

Staar Surgical, based in Monrovia, Calif., is seeking F.D.A. approval for a competing phakic lens that is inserted behind the iris in the same location

where surgeons put synthetic lenses for cataract patients. 

The F.D.A. has favorably reviewed Staar's lens but has not completed an audit of its manufacturing operations.

Advanced Medical declined to say how many doctors have been trained to use Verisyse or how quickly that number would expand. 

But Peter Bye, an analyst who follows ophthalmology products for Smith Barney, estimated yesterday that 200 surgeons would be qualified to offer

the implants by the end of this year.

Ophthalmologists who participated in the clinical trials are charging about $3,000 to $4,000 an eye for the implant, more than double the cost of

laser surgery, a spokesman for the company, Steve Chesterman, said.

Laser surgery reshapes the eye's natural lens, known as the cornea, to focus light at the proper point for clear vision. 

But surgeons generally do not perform the surgery on people with unusually thin corneas or very severe nearsightedness.

Mr. Chesterman said that two million to five million Americans a year might be candidates for the implants, but that Advanced Medical does not

expect sales to expand rapidly enough to affect earnings this year or next.

Advanced Medical, which was spun out of Allergan in 2002 and offers a broad range of eye treatment devices and solutions, had $601.5 million in

sales last year.
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BooksByBookends

There's a revolution going on, only it's not being televised: it's taking place quietly in Ridgewood, New Jersey.

That's where a local bookstore called Bookends has established BooksByBookends, a publishing company, in its own basement.

After four months, they've published 1,500 books, at $150 for an order of 10.

They'll publish just about anything.

Their publishing operation is centered on a desk-sized machine invented by Victor Celorio of Florida.

It churns out paperbacks, usually 5.5" x 8.5", many with sophisticated cover art.

There are many options for self-publishing, but most require a bigger print order, or cost much more.

Bookends has seen its business grow exponentially since it began.

I do not understand why every Kinko's doesn't offer this service.

Now that they've joined with Federal Express, you'd think they'd realize they have an enormous untapped business ready to happen.

With this service, you can forego blogging, and go right to book publication. 

Something to think about the next time your computer crashes or the web's messed up.

Peter Applebome wrote a very interesting story about Bookends for last Sunday's New York Times.

Here it is.

_______________________

Everybody's a Writer, It Seems, and Now Everybody Can Be Their Own Publisher

We will probably never see "Bandit's Story ... My Life as a Police Dog" on a best-seller list.

There would seem to be a limited audience for "Szilankok," written in Hungarian by Kanocz Laszlo Terezia, the many heartwarming family histories

and reminiscences like "Uncle Raymond's Garden" by Rosaleen Rooney Myers or inspirational works like "A Mere Bagatelle," ruminations and essays

by Frank French, a 75-year-old triathlete from Bridgman, Mich.

Still, four months and 1,500 books after a local bookstore, Bookends, became the first in the country to install a desk-size contraption that allows

customers to publish their own books for as little as $150 for the first 10, with prices dropping for reorders, a few things are clear.

First, few people may read these days, but everyone, it seems, wants to write. 

So just as Bill and Hillary and Paris and Katie and every politician and celebrity in America have written books by now, so have Kevin Sarnoski

(scholarly musings), Robert Crooke (a novel of the McCarthy years), Nimah Ismail Nawwab (Saudi poetry) and Barbara C. Hickey (a World War II

girlhood).

Second, just as the Bizarro world of Superman comics was just like the real one, only completely different, the self-publishing universe as reflected

here is remarkably similar to the brand-name one, only with a completely different set of authors.

So, just as on the main floor, the self-publishing operation downstairs, BooksbyBookends, has sex, drugs and rock 'n' roll ("How Not to Make it in

the Music Business" by a New Jersey big-hair rock band veteran, Nicholas Clemente); political polemics ("One Thousand Reasons: The Appalling

Record of the Bush Administration" by P. M. Tate); tales of inspiration (Claude Diamond's "The Mentor: A Story of Success"); and get-rich-quick

schemes ("It's a Wonderful Life: Malcolm Glazer Reveals His Secrets for Creating Wealth" by the owner of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers).

And third, despite their differences, the no-names and the big names probably have at least one thing in common.

"For me, I think it's all about ego," said Bonnie Bresalier, a Long Island mother married to a Nassau County police sergeant, who channeled her

retired police dog, Bandit, to write his memoir. 

"I don't plan to write the great American novel. I'd rather read it."

The publishing operation got its start when Timothy Harper, a local author, teacher and publishing consultant, became interested in the patented

print-on-demand technology developed by a Florida inventor, Victor Celorio. 

Mr. Celorio had already sold his printer to a few customers in Canada. Mr. Harper persuaded Walter Boyer, co-owner of Bookends, a longtime

Ridgewood institution, to add it to the store. 

Now their associate, Dave Logan, churns out paperbacks, usually 5½ by 8½ inches, many with sophisticated cover art not much different than

what is produced by major publishers.

There was a party to unveil it in May, and the first customer was Mr. Hickey, who finally got to publish 10 copies of the memoir his wife had written

about 20 years earlier but had never managed to get into print.

There are plenty of options for self-publishing, but most require a bigger print order, (BooksbyBookends does as few as 10), cost more or take

longer to produce books. (Some also provide more services for the money.) 

So with the promise of instant gratification at a cheap price, the store's self-publishing unit has seen its business grow exponentially in its four

months.

So far it has turned down only one book (with an unfortunate title and cover art of the male genitalia).

In general, its authors have one of four agendas. 

Some, like Mr. Crooke, are seeking a much larger audience for their books, and hope to use one that looks professionally published as an effective

calling card for publishers and agents. 

Others are creating books for family gatherings or as business gifts. 

Some sell the books themselves. 

Some are just thrilled to see their names in print.

For most, expectations are modest. 

"It's not 'The Da Vinci Code,' " said Mr. Sarnoski, a 32-year-old middle school history teacher and author of "Scholarly Musings: Stories and

Ruminations on History." 

"I printed 10 copies and gave most of them to friends and begged them to respond to it. It's not something I want reviewed or anything. I'm trying

to get my training wheels on."

You usually don't get a book party for a 10-book printing, but the bookstore is considering throwing them.

"It would be like the Star Wars Cafe - serious professors next to 'The Rocky Horror Picture Show,' " Mr. Harper said.

Along with aspiring authors, the technology allows for printing on demand of classics in the public domain. 

The store can churn out Balzac, Dickens and Twain, along with Bresalier, Hickey and Sarnoski.

"Think of it as short-order publishing," Mr. Harper said. "You want 'Ivanhoe' over easy with ketchup, we can do that."

_______________________

The Chambers Brothers were right, just a few decades early: "Time Has Come Today."
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'Sure, It's Real! Real Fake.'

Headline of a great story by Daniel Williams in last Sunday's Washington Post about Italy's Museum of Fakes, founded 14 years ago in Salerno.

Said curator Salvatore Casillo, "We only collect fakes. The better the fake, the better for us."

Here's the article.

__________________

Museum curator Salvatore Casillo eagerly awaits the arrival of hundreds of modern art masterpieces. 

Andy Warhol prints, color-splashed collages by Mimmo Rotella, an oil by Enrico Baj from his satiric "Generals" series and still lifes by Renato

Guttuso.

It's a rare occasion and will put Casillo's museum on the art world map.

No matter that all the works are forgeries. That's what Casillo wants.

"We only collect fakes. The better the fake, the better for us," he says.

Casillo runs the Museum of Fakes, an adjunct of the University of Salerno and its Center for the Study of Forgery. 

The center's existence is testimony to Italy's centuries-old place in the world of not just masterpieces but frauds and the need to stay abreast of

burgeoning trends in falsification.

Copies of paintings, books, music and even special foods are produced secretly in Italy and sold openly. 

"It's not that Italy produces more fakes than other countries," Casillo says. 

"It's just that we have a deep and old culture and have built up skills in creating originals and skills in making copies. We're good at both."

This summer, Italians were twice spectacularly reminded of these venerable skills. 

In August, a blitz of raids on warehouses, galleries and clandestine printing shops in many parts of the country netted more than 4,000

lithographs, silkscreens, drawings and other reproductions that police say were destined for the modern-art market. 

It was the Italian police's largest haul of fakes ever. 

Investigators in the southern town of Cosenza, where most of the forgeries were collected, promised to donate the haul to the Museum of Fakes.

During the same month, a museum in Siena hosted an exhibition of 19th- and 20th-century works by master counterfeiters. 

They produced replicas of Renaissance paintings, frescoes, statues and bas reliefs that are astoundingly close to the originals. 

Carefully copied cracks, grime and missing pieces provided a patina of old age. 

"In Italy, if you're a good enough counterfeiter, you eventually get your own show," says Casillo.

Casillo is a sociologist who digs into the technology, motivation and culture of forgery. He founded the Salerno center 14 years ago because the

fakes had the potential to undermine legitimate exports. 

For instance, Italy controls about 20 percent of the world market for worked silver, a share threatened by a sudden upsurge of items made of

alabaster and covered with plate.

"Italy makes a lot of things that can be copied by unscrupulous people in other countries. We can't be known as an open territory for cheats," he

says, pulling from his desk a bottle labeled Moet & Chandon champagne that's filled with spumante wine.

The Italians' skills probably date to ancient-world faking of painting and sculpture. 

Romans marketed copied Greek statues because Greek sculpture was thought more precious than Roman. 

In the Middle Ages, demand for religious relics and icons multiplied and artisans filled the bill with genius. 

"There are plenty of pieces of the True Cross around and they can't all be true," Casillo says.

The next forgery boom arrived with the Renaissance, when possession of Roman imperial relics grew fashionable. 

Another cycle began in the 1800s, with the discovery of the ruins of Pompeii and its trove of statues, urns, mosaics and frescoes. 

Buyers wanted them. Contemporary artisans supplied them.

As travelers from northern Europe, especially the British, visited Italy on the Grand Tour of Venice, Florence, Rome and Naples, demand for

Renaissance art also spiked. 

In the late 19th century, newly rich Americans stormed Europe looking for artwork. 

This influx fueled production of the fakes on display at Siena's Santa Maria della Scala museum complex.

The "Falsi d'Autore" exhibition focuses on late 19th- and early 20th-century Italian artists who created Renaissance-style madonnas, annunciations,

portraits, painted boxes and sculptures, attributing the work to long-dead artists. 

Detailing and techniques were so true that some of the objects hung for years in museums in New York, Dublin, Warsaw, Geneva and even Siena.

Curator and art historian Gianni Mazzoni says successful forgers were like mediums capable of channeling the talent of the original artists. 

"They were usually failed artists who lacked the means to exhibit their own work and threw themselves into debauched practices," he says.

"The best claimed to relive the spirit of the painters," Mazzoni continues with admiration. 

"The experience is something you can't really learn. You really have to have it within you."

Alceo Dossena, a forger whose work is on display in Siena, made versions of Etruscan, Greek and Renaissance art. 

He was found out only because he voluntarily confessed and tipped off police after his patrons refused to lend him money to cure his sick wife. 

He died poor in 1937.

Works of another forger, Icilio Federico Joni, were in turn copied by other counterfeiters.

Modern art is sometimes easier to forge than that of old masters, Mazzoni says. 

Some contemporary art is the product of mechanized processes, which can be copied by the same method. 

"Also, much modern art is based on ideas, and ideas are easier to imitate than Renaissance or medieval masterpieces that must be elegantly

painted and aged with phony worm holes and faded and cracked to pass muster," Mazzoni says.

"I often ask myself how many fakes are yet to be exposed."

Eccentric practices of artists sometimes complicate the issue of authenticity. 

Giorgio De Chirico, the Italian surrealist, occasionally signed copies of his paintings for money. 

The signature was real, but the paintings fake.

The "Falsi d'Autore" catalogue suggests that the buyer - and museum visitor - be wary. 

It says that a Botticelli show 40 miles north in Florence contains two fake portraits of women. 

Curators of the Florentine exhibition say it isn't so. 

"Any work dating back to this period is going to have its authenticity challenged," says Luigi De Vecchi, who oversaw the exhibition at Florence's

Palazzo Strozzi.

In any event, art fakes are illegal only if fraudulently sold as the original. 

Last week at a Rome hotel, copycat artist Daniele Donde staged a commercial exhibition of paintings made by himself and a team of 40 artists. 

They copy masterpieces on order for people who want to display some approximation of famous artworks but don't have the money for the real

thing.

Among Donde's pieces for sale was Picasso's "Boy With a Pipe." 

The original sold at auction in New York last May for $104 million. Donde's version - he calls it an interpretation - goes for $2,500. 

It includes a certificate of inauthenticity.

"Picasso has been in style recently," Donde says, gesturing toward "Boy With a Pipe." "It's all about trends." 

He says the late-August theft of Edvard Munch's "The Scream" 

in Oslo made copies of the painting instantly popular. 

"I've had 10 requests," he says.

Donde specializes in Monet, van Gogh and Picasso. 

He says some clients have a fake made so they can put an original in a vault. 

Others buy the fakes after having been cheated. Donde himself entered the copy business in 1985 when he discovered that many canvases in a

family collection were forgeries.

He says he gets many requests to copy van Gogh's "Sunflowers," a painting that some experts claim is itself a fake. 

In 1987, it was sold to a Japanese insurance company for $39 million. 

"To falsify a forgery has always been an honor for me," says Donde. 

"Real counterfeiters live to forge. I hate doing real art. It doesn't interest me."

August's discovery of 4,000 forgeries in Italy began when someone in Calabria, the region on the toe of Italy's peninsular boot, asked the widow of

Enrico Baj to authenticate a painting. 

The widow knew it was false, and told the police, says Capt. Raffaele Giovinazzo, who leads the Heritage Protection Unit of the carabinieri police

force in Cosenza.

The person disappeared, but informants brought word of numerous displays of fake artworks, in particular mechanically produced prints, lithos and

serigraphs, and the police began raiding and confiscating.

No arrests have been made; Italian law requires suspects to be caught in the act of making or knowingly marketing fakes. 

Nonetheless, nine suspected manufacturers have been ordered not to leave Italy. 

The gallery dealers are regarded as innocent dupes, Giovinazzo says.

The Museum of Fakes may have to wait a long time to display the pictures, the police officer advised, because it can take many years for cases to

weave their way through Italian courts. 

"That's all right," says Casillo. "I will be happy to keep them in the museum basement."

He leads a reporter to a windowless, air-conditioned room beneath the bare concrete classroom buildings of Salerno University to show his cache of

previously confiscated fakes. 

Inside, several forgeries of pop artist Mario Schifano are wrapped in brown paper, awaiting a court appearance. 

Casillo pulls out a print of a doll-like figure copied from Massimo Campigli and then some flowers supposedly by Filippo De Pisis. 

"It took 20 years of study to figure out this was a fake," he says of the flowers.

Other forgers are not so clever. 

It took only a few days during an August exhibition of modern artists in Finland for inspectors to discover that hundreds of graphics attributed to

Salvador Dali were counterfeit. 

Several more pictures supposedly by Warhol, Picasso, Miro and Chagall were also seized on suspicion of being false. 

The show closed.
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$2,950 for nothing - yet there's a line out the door

OK, so you've swum with the fishes, climbed Kilimanjaro, and gone bungee-jumping.

Now what?

Here's your next adventure: a flight in Zero-G's modified Boeing 727, named G-Force-One. Nice job with the name, say I. But I digress.

Peter Diamandis (floating just above), the company's co-founder and CEO, back in the mid-1990s co-founded the $10-million Ansari-X Prize

Foundation, which is offering a $10 million prize to the first of 27 privately-funded teams to repeatedly launch a three-person spacecraft to an

altitude of 62 miles, the edge of space.

In the meantime, Diamandis decided it was time to let people see what it was like to experience weightlessness.

His tricked-out plane allows each passenger to experience 20 or so 25-second periods of zero gravity, at the top of each of the series of repeated

10,000-foot roller-coaster arcs, called parabolas, flown by the plane.

Experience has shown that most people can hold their cookies for about 20 parabolas, so that's what the plane's gonna provide.

Here's L. Lynn Lunsford's story, from Tuesday's Wall Street Journal.

___________________

No Movie, No Frequent-Flier Plan And No Gravity, Either

Since the beginning of the space age, anybody who wanted to experience weightlessness either had to be an astronaut or have connections to get

a ride on the National Aeronautics and Space Administration's vaunted "Vomit Comet" jetliner, where the weightless scenes for the movie "Apollo

13" were shot.

Starting today, a company called Zero-G Corp. will begin selling rides to all comers who want to see if their stomachs have the right stuff to endure

two hours on a modified Boeing 727 named G-Force-One. 

Like NASA's aging research and training plane, G-Force-One will be flown through a series of 10,000-foot-high roller-coaster arcs called parabolas. 

At the top of each arc the passengers become weightless and can flip, float and tumble inside a padded section of the cabin for about 25 seconds.

"For the first time, average people will be able to feel what it is like to be weightless," says Peter Diamandis, co-founder and chief executive of

closely held Zero-G.

Zero-G officials initially expected to fill two trips on their plane during the first month of operation, but through advance word of mouth and

selective marketing they already sold out 20 flights before the public launch of the business. 

Individual tickets are $2,950 for a full day of training and the airplane ride.

It isn't without risks. 

Passengers must sign forms attesting to their medical fitness. 

People with certain conditions such as heart ailments as well as pregnant women won't be permitted to join in.

Those who are accepted are warned that even the toughest astronauts sometimes get sick to their stomach in zero gravity.

So far, the largest demand is coming from companies that book employee-incentive awards for corporations and "are tired of golf classics or

cruises," Dr. Diamandis says. 

Zero-G also has received numerous inquiries from movie studios looking to secure the plane for filming weightless scenes, he says.

Diet Rite, a unit of Cadbury Schweppes PLC's Cadbury Schweppes Americas Beverages, has signed on as Zero-G's launch sponsor to help publicize

its zero-calorie, zero-caffeine soft drink. 

Today, Zero-G plans to fly the first of a series of promotional flights for the soda maker from Newark Liberty International Airport in New Jersey;

passengers will include bottlers, reporters and a few radio listeners who won call-in contests. 

During the next few weeks, the plane also will be taken to Los Angeles, Dallas, Detroit, Atlanta and Fort Lauderdale, Fla., for Diet Rite promotions.

Although a ride on the aircraft might seem riskier than one on a commercial flight, the maneuvers are well within a Boeing 727's safe operating

range, Boeing and the Federal Aviation Administration say. 

The airplane, leased from cargo carrier Amerijet International Inc. of Fort Lauderdale, will be operated and maintained under the same basic FAA

standards that apply to major commercial carriers.

Both Amerijet and Zero-G spent the past five years working with the FAA to obtain certification for the airplane and the company's operating

requirements, including flying more than 1,000 parabolas. 

"Because it is the first commercial operation like this, we obviously paid close attention," an FAA spokesman says.

With the exception of the promotional tour, all of Zero-G's flights are scheduled to depart from Fort Lauderdale, where the company is based, and

travel through a specially allocated airspace over the Gulf of Mexico that is 100 miles long and 10,000 feet deep. 

Dr. Diamandis calls the space the boundaries for "the world's largest roller coaster."

The plane has room for 27 paying passengers, and the trips will be led by a veteran astronaut. 

The airplane is divided into two zones. 

Passengers will start the flight buckled up in a standard cabin setting with normal airline seats. 

Then, as the plane prepares to enter the parabolas, passengers will move to an empty area of the fuselage that is nearly 70 feet long and has

padding on the walls, floor and ceiling. 

On a typical flight, customers will experience varying degrees of weightlessness, from that likely to be felt on the moon and Mars to total lack of

gravity.

NASA's modified KC-135 earned the name Vomit Comet in part because, as a research and training jet, it sometimes would go through as many as

60 parabolas during a flight. 

Dr. Diamandis says Zero-G's experience has shown that most people can hold their cookies for about 20 parabolas, so Zero-G will limit most flights

to that duration or less. 

"The idea is for people to walk away remembering what a blast it is to be weightless," the California physician says.

The company's investors include Elon Musk, the co-founder of online payment service PayPal. 

It is the latest of Dr. Diamandis's efforts to feed a growing demand among adventure travelers for space-related experiences. 

He founded Zero-G in the mid-1990s, about the same time that he co-founded the $10-million Ansari X-Prize Foundation, which is holding an

international competition among 27 privately funded teams who are vying to become the first to repeatedly launch a three-person spacecraft to an

altitude of 62 miles, the edge of space.
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