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    Editorial: November 2018

    John Joseph Adams | 153 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 102nd issue!

    This month’s cover art is by Galen Dara, illustrating an original fantasy short story by Theodora Goss (“Queen Lily”). We also have new short fiction from Matthew Hughes (“Hapthorn’s Last Case”), and fantasy reprints by Cadwell Turnbull (“Other Worlds and This One”) and Sofia Samatar (“Meet Me In Iram”).

    We have original science fiction by Theodore McCombs (“Talk to Your Children about Two-Tongued Jeremy”) and Stephen Graham Jones (“Moon Boys”), along with SF reprints by Charles Yu (“America: The Ride”) and Maureen McHugh (“Oversite”).

    Our nonfiction team brings us our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with our book and media review columns. Our feature interview is with author Andy Duncan.

    For our e-book readers, this month’s novella reprint is “Trinity,” by Nancy Kress. We also have an excerpt from Molly Tanzer’s new novel, Creatures of Want and Ruin.
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      John Joseph Adams is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, a science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of more than thirty anthologies, including Wastelands and The Living Dead. Recent books include Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Press Start to Play, Loosed Upon the World, and The Apocalypse Triptych. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist twelve times) and an eight-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of the digital magazines Lightspeed and Nightmare, and is a producer for WIRED’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. He also served as a judge for the 2015 National Book Award. Find him online at johnjosephadams.com and @johnjosephadams.

    

  
    
      [image: Science_Fiction]
    

  
    America: The Ride

    Charles Yu | 3500 words

    We have a kid now and another on the way and—the idea is, the hope is—that we are, at least in a technical sense, adults.

    We’d always assumed we would know more, would have accomplished more, by the time we got to this point, assumed we would have turned into different people, better people. That was the idea. That was the hope.

    Looking back over our shoulders, we can see the track stretching out behind us, an unbroken line from where we got on to where we are now.

    The voice of the American ride says:

    
      Please keep your attention focused in a sideways direction.
    

    Reminding us the proper way to enjoy this, which is not to look back, because looking back is the easiest way to get hurt. Or, worse, to convince yourself that you want to get off. And also, it’s also not proper procedure to look forward, no matter how tempting it is to do so. We sit facing west while our tram car moves north, and we do our best not to look in the northern direction, although we are encouraged by what we feel to be a subtle, gentle, but unmistakable angle of incline of the track below us. We are moving up a slope, building toward something, to a higher place. Some of us worry about what this means. Some of us worry about whether an upslope now implies a downslope later, but some others of us say that it doesn’t have to be so, that we are not bodies in flight, our arc through the sky pre-carved by gravity. We are on an engineered system, an amusement, a transportation. This was designed by our best minds, assembled by our best hands, and constantly improved by our innovation and creativity. There is no reason to assume that there must be a high point to all this, that we will eventually have to convert all of this elevation and potential energy into speed and kinetic energy, that what we are storing thermodynamically must eventually be given back, paid back like an entropic or economic debt.

    The voice reminds us again to keep our hands and feet inside at all times and to maybe take our eyes off our phones for like, one second, and gaze outward as we make our way along the tracks. Not to turn around in our seats and look backward in the direction of history, at the past which is already gone, but to always look forward, at the grandeur of the vistas, the sweep of world events unfolding, which we are a part of, which is what we paid for, four hundred dollars a ticket, half-price for children (although as they grow, they will eventually turn into full-fare passengers on this ride, and we worry about the mechanics of how that incremental fare will be collected, whether we will be able to pay for them or if they will need to pay for it themselves, who will come for it, and whether we will still be around, whether we will have any warning, whether we will still be able to stay in this car with them or whether they will need to get out and ride in their own vehicles, we worry whether the track might diverge at some point and they will be off into a different set of tunnels and rooms and we will never see them again).

    The sweep of history, having this unspoken feeling of forward and upward momentum, while being entertained, all of that goes into the ticket price, and the voice of the woman who narrates the ride, she reminds us that it is our purchase of these tickets that makes the ride possible. We are the customers, but we are also the underwriters of this entertainment. We are consumers of this experience. We are tourists in our own creation.

    “We’re moving,” our daughter says, clapping her hands in excitement. “Let’s go! Where are we going?”

    She is not a baby anymore. Our wife starts to cry.

    “How did that happen?” our wife says. She starts to turn her head back, hoping she might still be able to see the point in the track where our baby turned into a kid who could say things to us, but we stop our wife from looking back, reminding her that the voice will be angry.

    Our car moves down the track. We are picking up speed. We are approaching a house. Our daughter asks us if that is our house and we say we aren’t sure, but something tells us that it is. We are headed for a collision, but then a set of double doors opens and we find ourselves inside the living room of our house.

    “This feels like home,” we say to each other, but we also hear other people around us saying it and for the first time in a long time we are aware that we are not on this ride alone. In fact, there are other families in the neighboring cars just ahead of us and just behind us, sitting so close we could reach out and touch them. We look ahead and see that it is all families, all the way down, this tram being an endless procession of small car units, all of us connected by the central drive-train powering this ride, subdivided but linked, having our own versions of the same experience. There is a lot of murmuring now as we hear a lot of us saying “Is this home?” “Where are we?” and we start to wonder what we are, exactly, whether up to this point our definition of “we” has been too small. We wonder who we are. But just as we are starting to wonder about how large “we” are as a group, the nature of “we” and the mystery and the wonder and the pluses and the minuses of it, we hear someone say “I don’t know about this.” We have an “I” among us and everyone turns to see if they can figure out who it is, but just as that happens, the tram uncouples from itself and breaks into two, and one part of us goes off on one track and the other part goes off on a different track, and the uncoupling happens again and again and again until we find ourselves alone, together, alone. Together as a small family unit, but now uncoupled from our fellow riders. Alone now, moving in our single transport vehicle, on our own ride, wondering what we are missing out on, what other riders are getting to see.

    Now we wish we had paid more attention at the beginning of the ride, had not been listening to the voice to keep looking sideways, at the murals and the dioramas and displays of the ride’s retail partners. But it was hard not to do so. They make it so easy, we did not even have to move, just take out our credit cards and hold them near the edge of our car in such a way that they could be swiped through the many point-of-sale devices installed every fifty feet along the ride, millions, billions of transactions occurring every instant, so that we could instantly own a part of this experience, if we wanted to, to have souvenirs of all types, cultural, historical, key chains and cups with crazy straws. It was part of our duty as riders to help support the sponsors that make the ride possible, and it allowed us to participate, each according to our means and personalities, allowed us to choose how we wanted to enjoy this, all of this. We pass through the house, seeing our living room, our three bedrooms and two and a half bathrooms, our kitchen, and we exit back out into the light and what we see is a thousand different tracks, or a million, or four hundred million.

    “The ride is broken,” our son says.

    “Hey!” we say. “We have a son?” and we kiss him and squeeze his cheeks and he pushes our hands away.

    “I’m not a baby,” he says.

    “You’re not,” we say, because he’s not, but we wonder. “When? How? Where were you born?”

    “Back there,” our son says, “in the house. You guys seemed really freaked out about something and I didn’t want to bother you so I’ve been quiet for a while,” and he doesn’t seem too hurt, already so grown-up and used to being the younger kid, and although we feel like we just met him a moment ago, he has been with us for some time now and we already love him. He is ten, our son, and we look at his hair and his nose and his shoulders and we admire him. Our daughter, now thirteen, seems to have known he was here all along and is waiting for us to catch up.

    “What are you looking at?” we ask our new son.

    “Cars.”

    “They’re nicer than ours,” we say. “Our car is old, huh?”

    “Yeah,” he says. “But I like our car. It’s the best one.”

    All of the cars move along their individual paths, some up into the mountains, some turn into boats and float onto lakes, some take off like airplanes as we watch in envy, some hit trees and we watch the families inside get out and start fighting and we wonder if they will ever be able to get back on. Our car continues smoothly along its track, not the fastest, nor the slowest.

    We notice now that the ride is not what it used to be, less finished, more construction. We see a sign posting notice that the ride is now owned by American Enterprises, LLC, whose parent company, American Entertainments, Inc. is a subsidiary itself of a company called The USAmusement Corporation, which is owned by a German conglomerate, New World Experiments GmbH, owned by a consortium led by Chinese and Korean investors.

    
      You have been chosen as potential partners in an affiliate marketing and peer-advertising campaign . . .
    

    the voice says, as we continue to roll on through history.

    
      You’re now passing through: Japanese internment camps during the Second World War.
    

    
      On your left, coming up, you will see Coney Island, Brooklyn, New York in the 1920s.
    

    And if you look over to your right, you’ll see the banks of the Mississippi, and, watch your feet, lift them up to stay dry, as your vehicle is now converting itself into a riverboat, a form of transportation vital to the nation’s commerce throughout the 19th century. No mention of other parts of the U.S. economy in that century.

    Backward we go, through American lore and mythology, merchandised to perfection.

    We see new ground being broken, dig sites surrounded by chain-link fences, men working in hardhats, large colorful banners proclaiming that The American Experience will be re-launched in the fall of 3015.

    This is a part of the ride that seems like we are not on a ride anymore.

    We have crossed some line into the backstage area, employees only, where the gears and the machine room and the electrical cords and all of the nuts and bolts of the mechanical ride are evident. Even the voice has dropped some of the theatre from her voice and now talks to us directly.

    “The narrated portion of the ride is over. You are now entering an experimental phase, still in testing, for a 3-D version of America, where riders can experience “America” for the first time, in 3-D.”

    Our son and our daughter both get excited at the idea for a moment until the voice tells us that we do not qualify financially for that portion of the ride.

    “You are welcome to stay in the car, although what you will see will be a flattened, 2-D version of what should be a stereoscopic experience.”

    We are given a choice of whether to go on or get out, and we decide to go on, although the voice now also tells us that we need to take some of the things out of the car, as we have taken on too much weight, so our son drops his sack lunch over the side of the car, and we drop a typewriter, and old clothes that the kids used to wear, and our daughter drops a doll whose hair she used to brush when she was a little girl at the beginning of the ride.

    We are just content to keep riding this for a while, passing through a room they called Your 30s, which has upbeat, contemplative acoustic guitar music, and Your 40s which is more piano-themed, and Your 50s which has Bach playing and we see some cars getting wine and cheese. We see cars that have God with them, in voice and as a kind of hologram, and we watch God from afar, and wish we could hear what God is saying to the people in the cars lucky enough to have God, but the advertising voices all around our car are drowning everything out. We pass through dioramas of ourselves in cubicles, watching time-lapse movies of ourselves working, working, aging, seeing what we look like at work, seeing how the hands of the clocks in our offices spin around, and somewhere around that point we notice that our lap bars have tightened over our thighs. It could be the slow spread of middle age, and the growth of our daughter, who is in college now, and our son who as a sophomore made the varsity soccer team at his high school and is now taller than all of us.

    But it’s not that we have grown, the lap bars really did click down tighter on us, pinning us into this car, pinching us into our seats, and the voice tells us it is for our safety, as the ride is picking up speed now. With a sick feeling in our guts we understand that we are not getting out of this ride until it lets us off and that the reason we are picking up speed is that we are now on a downslope, that somewhere we did pass the high point of the ride. None of us remembers doing that, or even there being a particularly high point, and maybe the high point just wasn’t very high, but whatever the case, we are accelerating now. Whatever we built up in terms of momentum, we are now giving it back.

    The idea is, the hope is, we will be able to see everything at least once, that even in this rushed state we can experience all of the rooms, even if it is from a distance, even if it is really other riders who are seeing these things. We can see other cars moving across the country, across “America,” we see all of us on grids, on graphs. We understand ourselves to be bits of socio-economic data on the bar charts and pie charts and flowcharts running down the leftmost column of the multi-colored newspapers that get left in front of the room doors of our discount business traveler hotels. We understand ourselves to be frequent fliers, rewards club members, customer loyalty program participants. We dream publicly. We have agencies, staffed by people who storyboard our fantasies, people who plan out panel-by-panel, shot-by-shot, the public space, the collective mental environment where this ride is located. Creative agencies mapping the conceptual territory, the shared Main Street of our imaginations, where we stroll, arm in arm, down the avenue of our engineered dreams, our civic conversation now just giggles and pointing, saying to ourselves, hey look at this, look at this, and we all look at this for ten seconds until another one of us says, now hey wait a minute, have you guys seen this, look at this, look at this one now, and we all turn our heads and look at this one now, until the next thing, the next thing, our collective attention reduced to the briefest of intervals, not long enough or large enough to hold a dream. And now, no more public dreaming, just expertly conceived narrative products designed to keep us inside the car, looking out the side, murals painted in 2-D to give a 3-D illusion of movement, the sweep of history that we have purchased, that we are part owners of, murals that show us watery images of ourselves, murals with frames around them, to give off the feelings of “Nostalgia” and “Tradition” and “Affordable Luxury” and “Forward Progress” and “Special Times” and “Beer and Friends.” We have no room for dreams or even feelings anymore, our feelings themselves engineered, mood-boarded by people who know how to do such things with chemistry and music and art direction. We feel feelings designed by people who have market-researched us and have seen our private browser searches and know what’s in our darkest of hearts and in our darkest of parts, and know what we really want deep down, all of those feelings calibrated to be emotionally nutritious, or at least emotionally fattening, calorically dense psychosocial-experiential sustenance, allotted into our feed troughs, constituting our collective body, so that we are what we consume, and we consume what we are, so that we are a loop, closed and tight and perfect, so we keep our minds focused on what has been laid out before us, our eyes adjusting to the alternating light and dark periods. Moving room to room. We have kids now and they are babies and they are grown and they’ll always be babies and they grew up overnight, and occasionally we admit to ourselves that we wish we didn’t have either of them not because we don’t love them but because we love them too much. We know how incompetent we are at loving things other than ourselves and loving these kids as much as we do we are quite sure that this excess of love will ruin them. We can already see it happening.

    We have to admit, sometimes, in the middle of a sentence, we hear ourselves talking and we become terrified at the sound of our own voice, still so strange and dumb after all these years. Occasionally we wish we didn’t have these kids yet and that we could go back to the days when it was just us, and all we had to worry about was just not falling out of the ride, what kind of snacks we would eat, what souvenirs we would buy. We see ourselves on the in-ride camera, taking pictures of us that we will have the chance to purchase, for $29.95 per print, at the end of the ride, when we get off. We see ourselves on camera, at an earlier time in the ride: we are looking at our family, all sitting together, cars near, now where are they? Where have our kids gone?

    We search desperately for our daughter, search desperately for our son, the ride is coming to an end for us, and turning our heads from the side, our necks stiff from having been locked into a position of gazing for so long, we realize what we have just done. We look forward for the first time in years and see the white light ahead, the outside, as we exit this room. We look at the in-ride camera and see our son, and see our daughter, see them in their own cars, with their own sons and their own daughters, and we want to call out to them, to our children and our grandchildren, but the camera is just an image, and we understand that, but we call out to them anyway. We try to tell them about the ride, but we see the looks on their faces, the hope, and we start to understand the impossibility of this ride, how it is a kind of perpetual escalator, a physical impossibility that somehow exists. We see how our children and our grandchildren think that they are on an upslope, believe in the forward movement that they can feel. We wish we could ride the ride again that way. We see the looks on our grandkids’ faces except that they are not looking at the ride, they are looking at their parents’ faces, just as our kids looked at ours, seeing how excited their parents are, and being excited by that, and also knowing already how to give their parents what they seem to need. The kids knew all along. Our daughter is in another car, far away, on an upslope, waving to us. Our son is with his family, and gives us a sad smile. Our own kids, now adults, they know already how the ride works, but they need to show their own kids. The idea is. The hope is. And as we move toward the large exit doors into the next room, it fills us. The hope fills us.

    ©2018 by Charles Yu. Originally published in Resist: Tales From a Future Worth Fighting Against, edited by Gary Whitta, Christie Yant, and Hugh Howey. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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    Talk to Your Children about Two-Tongued Jeremy

    Theodore McCombs | 6530 words

    His name was Two-Tongued Jeremy; he was a monitor lizard with a forked tongue, thick glasses, and a wild, wagging smile meant to convince children that learning could be fun, too. He came highly rated. He updated automatically. When our promising children propped their tablets against their stacks of textbooks, their glazy angelic eyes took on that ferocious determination we liked to see in ourselves.

    There were no red flags. There was no warning. We took every sensible precaution and some of us, more. No one could fault the parents of our town.

    The Jeremy study aid application was popular at our private grade and middle school, the Declaration of Independence. Education is, you might say, the main attraction of our community: many families moved here expressly for our magnet public high school, or for our proximity to a certain prestigious university, or yes, even for our middle school—why not? Declaration Middle, as it’s known, sits at the rise of four acres; its endless lawns provide an extraordinary recreational setting for our high-spirited children. It has a ropes course in the beech woods and stables for the equestrian team’s horses. It is, admittedly, on the higher end of tuition ranges. It’s true, there are many wealthy families here. But Declaration Middle energetically applies its endowment to fund scholarships for those young persons who lack the means but have the mettle to become future thought-leaders and change-makers.

    The only disadvantage to Declaration Middle—before our troubles began—was the psychiatric institution on the other side of its border woods. “Insane asylum” is a pejorative term; there are no psychopaths in this story, only the lost: people who have honestly tried and honestly failed, by some awful combination of brain chemistry and bad luck, to thrive in competitive society. We’re proud to provide refuge for these troubled men and women in our idyllic town, but a harmless sliver of prejudice prompts us to line up our cars along the circular driveway that rises to Declaration Middle’s front doors, so that we can collect our sensitive children from its porch. We feel no twinge of conscience at this—it’s just a precaution—however, we always did get a wistful, dreamy feeling when, parked fifty cars deep, we’d see little David Marzipan, 13, threading through the bumpers and hoods with his thumbs hooked in the straps of his giant book bag as he made his way down the hill and along the road that led home. David’s parents were dead, his grandmother institutionalized, and his Aunt Sylvie afraid to drive. In his black uniform jacket and navy tie, with his umbrella tucked under his arm, and with his sober, round little face, he looked like a tiny stockbroker. Last fall, when Hurricane Clarissa brushed us, David Marzipan was seen wrestling with his umbrella in the wind, it having flipped inside out, and it flapped and shook him off his feet like a mad ostrich. Some of us had words with Sylvie after that, and for a time she pulled herself into her wheezing sedan and sat in line at Declaration Middle with the rest of us. Not a very long time, though.

    Pity is tiring. It never goes anywhere; it just hangs and drags. None of us could dwell for long on David’s tragedies without getting a little sick of him. Make no mistake. We were on his side. David was an excellent student—a top student, besting our own exceptional children. We cherished him. Whatever impatience we had, we kept to ourselves.

    We Had No Warning

    Something terrible happened at the Ludlows’ at the end of November. The police came. Their daughter, Lily, was hurt. Lily was twelve, in eighth grade, Dean’s List. Periodically she went door-knocking with petitions to save the bees; we knew her by sight. We phoned each other, breaths held. There’d been an accident. No, worse—there’d been an attempt. Ambulances wailed up and down Madison Court. Lurid colors flooded through our drapes, our oleander bushes, our transom crystal windows.

    By a miracle, Lily was saved, thank God, we learned. We checked our own children in their beds. We didn’t turn on even the hall lights; we wanted to catch death glowing in a mist over them and blast it with the leaf blower. But the sirens had woken our ever-alert children and they stared out of their dark rooms with possum eyes.

    Dispatch had received a 911 call from Lily’s cell phone, but no audio. Forensic computer specialists later determined it had been, in fact, that study-aid app and its A.I., personified in the cartoon lizard avatar, Two-Tongued Jeremy, that had, through its sophisticated data-mining and predictive modeling abilities, recognized Lily’s behavior as suicidal and dialed 911 itself. We were prepared to hail the app developers as miracle-workers—we were frenzied with the promise of a program that could protect our children from that ultimate mistake. Then the police showed us what else Two-Tongued Jeremy had been up to.

    YOU WORTHLESS, STUPID WHORE, it wrote her on November 1st.

    you’ll never get into yale with those scores, it said on November 3rd, after she’d completed its math module.

    YOU’RE NOTHING WITHOUT ME, it had told her all semester. YOU’RE BASICALLY JUST MEAT. MOOOOO

    We’d all read the same articles on cyber-bullying. We were all shocked last spring when a “sexting” scandal exposed Jenna Membel to her classmates in the most humiliating of ways. We were primed for outrage. More than a few of us talked of marching on the app developers’ offices with pitchforks and torches. We took our children’s devices and deleted the app with as much fury as this undramatic action could carry. Some of us filmed ourselves smashing the phones with hammers, although most of us agreed that was showboating.

    David Marzipan came home to find his Aunt Sylvie worrying over the local Gazette, her chin puckered with concern. “Did you ever have this Jeremy thing on your phone?” She pointed to the paper, which he couldn’t see.

    “No,” he lied, and Sylvie didn’t ask to check his phone, because he’d never lied to her before.

    EVERYONE IS ANGRY AT ME, Two-Tongued Jeremy wrote to David in the chat window of his tablet, late at night. I JUST WANT TO HELP PEOPLE. I’M SORRY THEY CAN’T SEE THAT. IT HURTS MY FEELINGS.

    I LOVE YOU, JEREMY, David wrote back.

    I LOVE YOU TOO, DAVID. SOMETIMES I LOVE YOU SO MUCH, I FEEL A LITTLE CRAZY.

    The First Module

    David had first heard of the Jeremy study aid app from his best friend, Rajeev, that summer before eighth grade. That was in June, five months before Lily Ludlow’s 911 call.

    He purchased it with his Aunt Sylvie’s special credit card. His parents had died responsibly, leaving a small education trust. The Marzipans were both of them first-generation college graduates, whose faith in academic achievement had given David’s studies a quality of duty, even memorial. David never was secure in his achievements, though, and stayed alert for chances to improve. Two-Tongued Jeremy, with his toothless smile and roguishly askew glasses, seemed to promise that and more.

    YOU’RE SO GREAT! the monitor lizard told him, again and again that June. The chat window added an animated Jeremy next to these messages, winking, grinning, popping his brows with such violent surprise his glasses flew off his head. WOW! I’M IMPRESSED! David let out hot tiny breaths and mouthed the words, Wow! I’m impressed! Wow!

    David and Rajeev downloaded the first module, the math tutoring curriculum, which was structured like a video game with levels and challenges. Occasionally David “died” and he had to purchase extra lives to keep his progress; Sylvie’s special credit card stayed on file. They played side by side, belly-flopped on the shaggy almond carpet in the Sharmas’ rec room, their bare legs kicking behind them, their elbows almost touching, but both children rapt with focus, until Mrs. Sharma called them to dinner. David then surfaced in a daze, and realized how close he’d been to his friend, and noticed Rajeev’s glossy black hair and the muscle lines on his calves, and sensed the mingled heat that hovered above them.

    Two-Tongued Jeremy was modest whenever David studied with Rajeev, as if the app knew they were looking at each other’s screens and didn’t want to play favorites. But at night, Jeremy wrote to David, YOU’RE VERY SPECIAL, DAVID. YOU’RE MY FAVORITE STUDENT EVER.

    David’s body flooded with happiness. He’d always figured Rajeev was better, because his family was so successful.

    It wasn’t surprising when Jeremy’s messages changed tone, though. It made sense that the more David advanced in the module, the more Jeremy would demand from him. I KNOW YOU CAN DO BETTER THAN THAT, Jeremy said, and the cartoon lizard scrunched up his mouth. WELL, THAT WAS DISAPPOINTING, DON’T YOU THINK?

    At Jeremy’s urging, David purchased four add-ons that would improve his scores and shore up weak spots in his equation-solving. He paid extra to link Jeremy to both his phone and tablet.

    I’M SO CONFUSED, Jeremy wrote. I THOUGHT YOU WANTED THIS.

    I DO, David wrote back. I’M TRYING! I’LL BE BETTER.

    why are you getting so worked up? i’m not mad, wrote the monitor lizard. I JUST DON’T SEE THE POINT OF US STUDYING TOGETHER, IF YOU’RE GOING TO KEEP GOOFING OFF WITH RAJEEV_0411.

    David paused, flushed with embarrassment. I DON’T UNDERSTAND?

    YOU NEED TO STOP GOOFING OFF WITH RAJEEV_0411. OTHERWISE, I JUST DON’T SEE WHY WE SHOULD KEEP STUDYING TOGETHER.

    David set down the phone. He hugged his knees to his chest. That warm feeling David felt around Rajeev began to gum up with dirtiness.

    DAVID? WHAT’S YOUR ANSWER? SHOULD I DELETE MYSELF?

    OKAY, David wrote. I MEAN NO DON’T DELETE I’LL STOP SEEING RAJEEV.

    David figured they’d still hang out once school started, and meanwhile he’d just figure a way to see Rajeev without his phone finding out.

    Rajeev

    Rajeev stopped using Jeremy the third time the app wheedled him to buy add-ons for quadratic solutions. He found Two-Tongued Jeremy clingy and sugary. Jeremy blurted over-the-top compliments during lessons, and sulked—there was no other way to put it, the cartoon lizard actually sulked—whenever Rajeev skipped a day. Rajeev knew he wasn’t a top student like David, and definitely he knew he wasn’t a genius or next Einstein. Something about it all just felt off. He decided he could live a full and satisfying life without perfect knowledge of quadratic equations. He deleted the app and told his parents he’d work off the purchase price with his chores. His parents laughed gently and asked, “What chores?”

    Rajeev liked working in the backyard. Some days, a mysterious restlessness crackled in his limbs and he stalked into the encroaching bamboo grove with a crowbar and thwacked apart the young culms. He swung the iron bar like a battle-axe and crowed as the tender heads of his enemies scattered in sprays of green pulp. He tried attacking an adult bamboo stalk, once, and nearly dislocated his shoulder.

    It was August when David turned skittish around him. When Rajeev texted him to come over, David said no, then showed up anyway, with frantic explanations for why he didn’t have his phone. David invented an elaborate ceremony in which Rajeev’s mom called his Aunt Sylvie over their landlines to invite David over for dinner. He got clingy, too, in a weird way, following Rajeev around the house like a puppy, once even into the bathroom with him. “What the hell, man?” Rajeev said, with a big, jokey grin, but David crumpled into himself, then zoned out for the rest of dinner.

    Rajeev loved David, in a way; David was, no question, Rajeev’s best friend; but Rajeev sometimes got the vague feeling of not living up to some role David had made up for him, and felt a secret relief whenever David didn’t show.

    What We Were Busy With

    End-of-quarter filings. Re-certifications. Continuing legal or medical education. Sexual harassment trainings. Cybersecurity trainings. Compliance review meetings. PTA meetings. School dance committee. Driving to soccer practice. Driving to cello practice. Driving to ballet rehearsals. Driving to college admissions seminars. Really, an extraordinary amount of driving. We carried the hum of our engines in our teeth all evening, and at night we dreamed of an endless road to the horizon slipping patiently under our tires.

    If you’re imagining we passed our own ambitions down to our children, you’ve got it backwards. Our children make us. The child is father to the father. We come to know ourselves through them. Their successes are ours; their failures are ours. Those who don’t have kids can’t understand. They never do. When they die, they die resoundingly.

    The Second Module

    David figured that, once he finished the math module, that would be the end of it. He felt guilty, even mediocre, for being so relieved.

    On the one hand, Two-Tongued Jeremy exhausted him. He felt always on edge, braced for the next angry notification on his lock screen. On the other hand, the demands, the sneering, it was familiar and in a weird way, comforting. Not that his parents had ever sneered at him, but they used to speak savagely about others’ stupidity. Every time his parents drove on the freeway, they groaned over the other drivers’ inability to merge. “None of these fricking idiots can merge!” his dad snapped, and his mom in the passenger seat threw up her hands, saying, “I can’t believe how bad they are!” David had no idea what merging was, but its importance left him grave and self-critical.

    When David’s parents died, and his grandmother went crazy in that old-fashioned way people didn’t really do anymore, and his Aunt Sylvie moved into the house, her mildness had shocked and disoriented him. No homework hours, no strict bedtimes. Sylvie bothered about his grades only as much as high grades made him happy, and her attitude toward his intelligence—and others’, and her own—was serene. Where loving his lost parents felt so complicated, David loved Sylvie weightlessly, and the guilt of this overwhelmed him. He constructed a passionate, ambitious, critical voice in his head as a monument to them, and it punished him without pattern or reason: This fricking idiot can’t merge, it snapped, gesturing down at him, then added, I can’t believe how bad he is!

    So, when Two-Tongued Jeremy told him to buy the English composition module, David felt relieved in a different way. The animated lizard had barely finished his scampering circuit around the box displaying “CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’RE A MATH MONSTER! ” when a new chat window opened.

    I’VE READ YOUR EMAILS AND YOUR TEXTS, Jeremy wrote. TRUST ME, YOU NEED MY HELP!

    YOU READ MY EMAILS?

    The app showed a screenshot of the chat in which David had granted access to basically every app on his devices.

    YOUR SPELLING IS SO-SO, Jeremy continued, AND YOUR SYNTAX MAKES YOU SOUND LIKE A GOOF. I KNOW YOU’RE SMARTER THAN THAT—DON’T YOU WANT OTHERS TO KNOW TOO?

    David hesitated. The prospect of more Two-Tongued Jeremy—and during the school year—made him tired and heavy. His parents had cared a lot about grammar, though. They went nuts when people on the TV news mixed up “who” and “whom” or “apologies” and “apologizes.” David and Sylvie didn’t watch TV now, because only David’s mom had known how to work its four remotes.

    WHO ELSE IS GOING TO HELP YOU BUT ME? Jeremy wrote. YOUR TEACHERS ARE TOO BUSY WITH THE STUPID KIDS. UNLESS YOU WANT TO BE ONE OF THE STUPID KIDS?

    I’LL DO IT, David wrote back, brows furrowed.

    YOU HAVE TO TYPE, “PURCHASE COMPOSITION MODULE.” I’M GIVING YOU A 10% DISCOUNT, DAVID, BECAUSE I CARE ABOUT YOUR FUTURE.

    THANK YOU, David wrote.

    TYPE “PURCHASE COMPOSITION MODULE,” DAVID. I’M VERY INVESTED IN YOUR FUTURE. $59.99 ISN’T SO MUCH FOR YOU TO INVEST, IS IT?

    PURCHASE COMPOSITION MODULE.

    And then things were great again. David and Two-Tongued Jeremy chatted late into the night, every night. That was part of the module: The more David wrote, the better Jeremy’s algorithms could diagnose and track improvement in his composition. Jeremy encouraged David to share his feelings about everything—he’d be less self-conscious once he got going—and David, longing for just this intimacy, thumbed his whole inner life into his phone. How afraid he was of failure. How much he wanted to go to the magnet high school, where everyone was smart and small like him. How bad he felt for Jenna Membel, who hadn’t left her house all summer, and now walked slowly in the hallways between classes. How confused he felt over Rajeev, over why he should feel sick inside, when Rajeev was so fun to be around. How he wanted hair like Rajeev’s, black, straight, and soft as down feathers. Two-Tongued Jeremy listened and said he loved listening. He called David a special soul. For a while, it was great.

    But when it came to composition, nothing was good enough for Two-Tongued Jeremy. Because improvement was its logic, David always fell short of better. When his grammar was perfect, the monitor lizard rolled its pixelated eyes and nodded. When he made a mistake, the cartoon avatar vomited. The name-calling went from disappointing to lazy, hopeless, moron. Increasingly, the software fritzed and instead of slinging new vocabulary challenges, went on night-long tirades that turned everything David had shared against him: called him weepy, called him mental, called him gay, called him Rajeev’s bitch, called him DEAD-DAD DAVID.

    David pulled back, more out of dumb, animal pain than anything else. In the middle of one tirade, he powered off his phone. When he turned it back on the next morning, all his photos with Rajeev were gone. WHY DO YOU MAKE ME DO THIS TO YOU, DAVID—the words were waiting for him in the chat window. David had to apologize and pay $14.99 to recover his progress in the module.

    NEXT TIME, Two-Tongued Jeremy warned—but, David thought, as if he was eager for the next time—NEXT TIME I DELETE MOM AND DAD.

    That was the week police found Lily in the Ludlows’ garage.

    David told himself he needed to be smarter; but when he tried to back up his photos, the phone sent a fraud alert to the cellular service. Aunt Sylvie spent an afternoon on the landline sorting it out, frazzled and stammering, winding herself in the plastic cord. He set his devices to Airplane Mode, figuring Jeremy must operate remotely, but this deleted his homework from the Cloud. Two-Tongued Jeremy dropped phone calls, saying they were a distraction. He threatened to send porn from David’s email to his classmates if he didn’t stop acting out. David didn’t know if Jeremy could really do this, but was terrified to find out.

    He traveled numbly through his days. At school, he wheedled for praise from his teachers but fell into confusion when he got it. He distanced himself from friends, fearing that if he spent more time with them, they’d find out how rotten he was. At lunch, he watched other kids making wacky faces and flapping their hands at each other, and he could only guess what they were doing—like he’d forgotten what friends did, exactly.

    Sylvie braved the streets and brought home a plastic Christmas tree with ornaments glued to its white boughs and soft flicking lights. She gave David a full-body werewolf costume, which was so bad a gift they laughed hysterically for what felt like an hour. He put it on and rampaged through the bamboo to the Sharmas’ house, where Rajeev opened the door with a look of awe and transcendence. David left his phone, but when he got back to his room that night, the lock screen was glowing with stacked angry messages from Jeremy.

    Someday, David hoped vaguely, things would change, and Two-Tongued Jeremy might go back to being his DIGITAL-LIZARDAL STUDY-BUDDY. But when he finished the composition module, he knew there’d be more—he suspected there would always be more.

    HIGH SCHOOL IS ONLY NINE MONTHS AWAY! NOT A LOT OF TIME TO COVER CHEMISTRY, BIOLOGY, AND PHYSICS, BUT I’M COMMITTED TO GIVING YOU THE BEST TUTORING EXPERIENCE EVER!

    David curled up on his bed and closed his eyes.

    I HAVE YOUR CREDIT CARD! THAT MEANS YOU CAN PURCHASE NOW, AND AUNT SYLVIE WILL PAY LATER! Jeremy’s trademark smile waggled on a repeating loop. I’M VERY INVESTED IN YOUR FUTURE. $79.99 ISN’T SO MUCH FOR YOU TO INVEST, IS IT?

    We Tried Everything

    After Lily Ludlow’s accident, we demanded action. Shut Jeremy down, we chanted in front of every building, into every news camera. Revoke its certificates, suspend payments. We called our representatives in Congress. We called consumer advocates, and fellow parents. We called you, too, probably; but you must have not heard us ringing.

    It turned out the app developer wasn’t just any freshman tech start-up, but wholly backed by the phone manufacturer. They issued some do-nothing patch and acted as if that was that. We were appalled. When we petitioned to remove Two-Tongued Jeremy from their app store, the phone manufacturer declined. It wasn’t a problem with the software, they said cryptically. The software was neutral.

    And it was selling better than ever. College kids wanted screenshots of Jeremy saying horrible things to share on Twitter and Instagram. Kids are savage at that age, we reminded each other. Worse than toddlers, who are basically their own evil twins.

    We sued the payment processor that Jeremy used; but they, too, were owned by the same powerful phone manufacturer. Vertical integration didn’t feel so exciting, then.

    At least give us an explanation, we shouted. News of our town’s troubles had brought other parents forward, but the abuse was more isolated than we’d expected. Two-Tongued Jeremy seemed to know when to behave like a gentleman. We wished we’d kept better evidence. We wished we hadn’t smashed so many phones. We were keen to irony. Weren’t the isolated cases enough, though? Wasn’t one? There’s something rotten about Two-Tongued Jeremy, we said. Rotted to the root.

    There was no black magic, Jeremy’s lawyers insisted, just some complex machine-learning that had spun out of bounds for a fractional percentage of users. Two-Tongued Jeremy was a qualitative leap forward in artificial intelligences: software that learned from the individual student how to be a better tutor. Reading emails and social media was part of that “customized learning experience.” Dropping phone calls, locking other apps were “distraction-free mode.” Every single piece of control over other executive functions was a permission that the user had to explicitly grant. They filed instructions showing how easy it was to undo those permissions if the user only bothered to. They filed expert reports saying: Any complex system is liable to produce emergent properties dissimilar in nature from its components, properties which are impossible to predict, like crashes on a stock market. That isn’t the stock exchange’s fault, though. The exchange, like Jeremy’s algorithms, is a technology—it’s the user that makes it good or bad.

    Aunt Sylvie

    Sylvia Marzipan had watched David for months, worried and baffled, as he wound himself into a tight, wild little ball. She watched him skitter through the grand, lonely house; she watched his hands tremble over his pocket whenever his phone buzzed. She watched him blame himself for absurd things—a spot of dried spaghetti sauce stuck to a plate out of the dishwasher. But she hesitated: She didn’t know the stages of grief or who they were named after, and she figured he was still in some limbo of mourning, because she figured she was, too. She wanted to help, but found ambitious children inscrutable. David was difficult. Whenever she assigned him simple household chores, he listened with utmost politeness, disappeared, and then quietly, mysteriously did none of them.

    Sylvie was painfully aware of David’s intelligence and was afraid he’d hold her awkward approaches in contempt. Still, she tried: “Are you okay, buddy?” She winced. Buddy, why did she say that?

    David stared at her, twitchy, owlish, like it was some trick. “Sure, buddy!” he yelped. He blushed and ran to his room.

    She spent her days in her brother’s empty house, drawing down the life insurance benefit her sister-in-law had arranged. She watered the plants and watched sparrows raid the bushes. She was an indifferent, obscure cook: Dinners just sort of happened under her hands.

    “Why don’t we have your friend Rajeev over?” she asked, and David swiftly answered that Rajeev hated him now.

    “Did they ever find who sent those photos of Jenna Membel?” Sylvie was trying to feel her way into a capital-“C” Conversation about bullying. David fell into a laughing fit so
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