NoO Driver, No Pro

The self-driving car—a godsend for older Amencans is now on the horizon

he car of the future ar-

rives, a silver pod with

the face of a robot puppy.

It’s not much bigger

than a golf cart. The inte-

rior is a spacious but spar-

tan affair: a thinly padded bench seat,

alone LCD screen where the instru-

ment panel would be and, most strik-

ingly, no steering wheel. Sitting down

in what would be the driver’s seat, I

face a disconcerting void—an absence
of controls.

The Google engineer beside me
is careful to describe this as “a very
early engineering prototype.” Close
inspection reveals it to be something
less than a finished vehicle. The car’s
wide-eyed headlights and taillights are
just painted on; the thin doors have no
windows. It’s like a prop car from a
direct-to-cable science fiction movie.

But it’s a very real and working
test bed for the tech company’s self-
driving technology. Since 2009, Google
has been testing a fleet of Toyota Prius
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and Lexus models. This unmanned
prototype, the existence of which was
revealed in May 2014, takes those cars
to another level: a fully driverless ve-
hicle. Since it lacks manual controls, it
isn’t legally permitted to venture out
on public streets. So today we're taking
it for a drive around a parking lot.

Or, rather, it’s taking us. After we
belt up, the engineer hits a button and
off we go. The electric motor’s tur-
binelike whine adds the proper sci-fi
sound effects as we scoot around the







