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 PART 1

New Life




 Los Angeles, September 24, 2060

I have over one hundred online profiles. They link me to thousands of people who link me to thousands more and together we form an anonymous world. My life is ruled by stars and thumbs and tomatoes and points and carts. I can rate my friends. I can know anything. But sometimes I don’t want all the answers. I want to cleanse my mind of knowing because I never have to wonder or imagine or think or reflect. I never have to remember or organize or plan. It’s all done for me. But doesn’t that just make me a marionette?

I’m ready to cut the strings.

I’ve made it my goal to start deleting my profiles, one each day. It’s my new detox plan. My mom always says you need to weed your life every couple of years, of things and even of people, or it all piles up and accumulates, and it’s impossible to stretch out when so many things are competing for space to grow.

I’m keeping some of the sites, the ones that inspire me and encourage me and put people in my path who are irreplaceable. The ones who value my time instead of squandering it. But I need more than this life. It’s all communicating on the surface, living on the surface—it’s like low-calorie relationships. Well, that isn’t filling enough for me. I’ve never had the willpower to diet. I’d much rather feast.

 


U-DESIGN-IT PROFILE: DELETED

I can design anything I want with this site. I can sit inside the mouth of a volcano. I can ride down a lava flow. I can be a director and a cook. I can wrap my arms around a star. I can walk on top of the arch of a rainbow. I can lift a building with my hands and place it here or there. I can play God in this place. But at the end of the day, have I really done anything? Or am I just full of hot air? Do I deflate when I log off?

 


MAKE-YOURSELF-OVER PROFILE: DELETED

This site is a personal shopper. Commercials tell me what to own. Celebrities tell me what to look like. But isn’t it what we do, not what we own, that makes a difference? Isn’t it how we treat people, not how we appear, that makes us attractive? If we could see only internal beauty, what would people look like? Who would the supermodels be?

 


DS-MEET-ME PROFILE: DELETED

I can meet you. But I can’t hear you smile. And that’s my favorite sound, how his skin and breath and lips change when he smiles. It can’t show me that each hair on his head insists on growing in a different direction, so it’s always a mess, even after he combs it. It can show me his hair is dark brown, but it can’t show me that it lightens just above his temples. It can’t show me that he prefers to sleep on his stomach with both hands tucked under the pillow, up to his elbows. It can’t tell me that when he walks into the room I will feel calm and nervous and elated and relieved all at the same time.

People are like places: you don’t truly know them until you take the time to visit and experience them in person. I prefer to be a traveler. Life is three-dimensional, but there are other dimensions we can’t see, can only feel, and those are the ones I want to explore.

 


I’m learning that the real world is full of land mines. I’ve set a few of them off. It’s full of mistakes, and of actions and words you can’t take back. But I’m also learning that mistakes may open more doors than they close.


 Chapter One

Clare and I changed at Pat and Noah’s apartment in Hollywood. She was in town visiting for the weekend and we both agreed to celebrate by getting dressed up and going clubbing in L.A. We got ready in Noah’s practice studio, crowded with guitars and amplifiers and speakers stacked up to the ceiling. I squeezed into a red dress that Clare loaned me. It was tight and low cut, something my dad would probably ground me for wearing, which was reason enough to embrace it. I slipped my arm under the silky strap, watching the tattoo of a bird on my wrist happily soar through.

Clare’s black strapless dress sparkled with tiny sequins. We sauntered down the hallway like we were strutting down a catwalk. When we turned into the living room we found Pat and Noah just as we’d left them over an hour before—sitting on the couch wearing jeans and T-shirts and working off their manly testosterone by battling it out over a soccer video game. I now understood why guys played video games—they needed something to do to kill time while they waited for girls to get ready.

Pat and Noah shared a typical bachelor pad: every inch of wall space was covered in digital screens, and every piece of furniture was black leather with built-in drink holders, back massagers, footrests, and video-control pads. The bottom cushion of one seat was propped up to reveal a minifridge (since taking four steps to the kitchen was such an inconvenience).

Clare cleared her throat, and Pat’s eyes flickered toward us. He paused the game and stared for a few seconds, confused, like we were strangers who’d let ourselves in without knocking.

“Wow,” Noah said. “You two look amazing.”

“What’s the occasion?” Pat asked.

Clare raised her arms like it was obvious. “Aren’t we going dancing?”

“Yeah,” Noah said. “But we’re just going to Nino’s.”

Clare’s shoulders sank and she shook her head.

“What’s Nino’s?” I asked.

Noah blinked with surprise. “You’ve never heard of it? It’s a virtual dance club. It’s going off tonight.”

My face fell. “It’s virtual? Isn’t the point of going out to be around people? There’s got to be real dance clubs in this city.”

“There will be people there,” Noah said. “It just makes getting rejected by women a little easier for Pat.”

“You’re hilarious.” Pat snickered.

“Maybe your ego needs some rejection once in a while, Noah,” Clare informed her brother, whose band, the Managers, had been getting national attention since they recorded their latest album in L.A. Clare made it a priority to deflate his star status whenever she got the opportunity. “How many girls call you on a typical day?” she asked.

Noah brushed some shaggy dark hair out of his eyes. “You mean call or text or voice-text or videochat or message or contact?”

Clare groaned and ran her fingers through her short brown hair. “This, I haven’t missed.” Pat’s phone beeped and I noticed his eyebrows arch when he checked the screen. He started to type a message.

“Who’s that?” I asked him.

“Probably Noah’s latest groupie,” Clare offered.

“Don’t talk about your mom that way,” Pat responded. Before Clare and Noah could throw out a reply, I grabbed Clare’s hand and pulled her toward the door.

“Let’s get out of here,” I voted. “Nino’s sounds . . . interesting.”

“There’s a hundred-dollar cover,” Pat said as he continued to type on his phone.

“A hundred dollars?” Clare and I said together.

“It’s the hottest club in L.A., a hundred’s cheap,” Noah said. “I’ll treat. It’s my idea anyway.”

“For that price, it better come with model escorts,” I said.

Pat turned off the wall screen and grabbed a jacket. “You won’t be disappointed,” he promised.

 


The four of us piled into a ZipLimo and headed downtown to Third and La Cienega. Noah insisted the trick to getting celebrity treatment in L.A. was arriving in style. ZipLimos were in limited supply in the city, but Pat knew a promoter who reserved one for us.

We swiped our fingerprints before the shuttle took off. My dad had set up a temporary fake profile connected to my fingerprint so police wouldn’t be able to track my movements, but my father still had constant access to my whereabouts. I was still on his leash.

Clare ran her hand along the leather upholstery, and blue interior lights cast an electric glow inside the tight space. I leaned back in the seat and absorbed the smooth acceleration of the car. I was learning I needed motion in my life. I craved it, as if the movement outside of me charged movement inside. It reminded me I was more than a stationary object. I had legs for a reason. I wasn’t meant to be molded to a chair.

Pat sat next to me, and his jacket sleeve brushed against my arm. I scooted over to give him room, or maybe because I felt safer putting space between us. In the four weeks I’d been in L.A., I’d spent most of my time with Pat. He was one of my only friends in town and even though I had my brother, Joe, he embraced the digital life—he worked, exercised, socialized, and dated on his computer. I’d seen him for only a few hours since I’d been in town, and I lived with him. But living had become so computerized, we rarely interacted in person. Even though we were divided only by three-inch-thick walls, we were living in separate worlds that clashed when they connected, like purple on red.

“You should move down here,” I told Clare. I missed her energy. She was the friendship equivalent of a shot of caffeine.

“I have to get back in a few days. I have a date,” she said with a bored expression, like a date was up there with vacuuming as her idea of fun. “I don’t know why I bother.”

“Which site are you using?” Noah asked.

“I prefer masochistic dating,” Clare said. “You know, face-to-face. I met this guy at a coffee shop.”

Noah whistled through his teeth. “Impressive.”

Clare shrugged. “It beats those awkward online interview dates any day,” she said.

We all shuddered at this. My parents didn’t allow me to date, but I knew there were hundreds of match sites. They claimed they could pair you with your soul mate in thirty days or less, or your money back. They could go as far as genetic profiling, so you could see blueprints of your future kids. We wanted fast love. Drive-through dating. And we got it.

“I refuse to use dating sites,” Clare announced. “Technology can now bring us love for six hundred dollars?”

“A lot of my friends like them,” Pat said.

“It’s because it’s set up like a video game,” Clare said. “You have to make it to level ten before you can virtually meet. And you have to rack up points in order to advance to the next dating stage.”

Pat smiled. “Exactly. It’s like playing online soccer, except I’m trying to score with a girl.”

“Romantic,” I said. “Don’t worry, Clare. Someday you’ll get swept off your feet.”

“More likely by a train than a guy,” she said with a shrug, as if this were her fate and she’d already accepted it. “We haven’t heard from you in a while,” Clare mentioned to Pat. I knew what she was referring to. Since he had moved to L.A. to help manage Noah’s band, he’d dropped his friends back in Oregon.

Pat shrugged. “I’m taking a break from all that,” he said.

“You’re not going to fight digital school anymore?” I asked.

His hazel eyes met mine. “It’s not the most dire concern in my life.”

“Not when there’s excellent music to produce,” Noah added.

“So you’re just giving up?” Clare asked.

Pat flashed her an annoyed frown. “No, I’m just not that dedicated. I have other goals besides racing to save America’s youth from a world of digital prison,” he said. Pat always had a sarcastic side, especially when he was in the presence of me and Clare, but he’d never spoken against fighting DS before.

“What if Justin needs your help?” I pressed.

Pat checked a message on his phone. “I’m not off the schedule completely. You can call me a seasonal employee. I help out when we’re understaffed.” He met my eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, DS sucks, but now that I’m out of it, it doesn’t seem as bad. School’s just a part of life. You survive the monotonous boredom, you get out and move on. It’s like your mandatory torture years.”

“That’s not why we’re fighting it,” Clare argued.

Noah’s eyes were skeptical. “Hey, rebel twins, a lot of people actually like digital school. You don’t know what you’re up against.”

He looked from me to Clare and laughed at our identical frowns.

“DS is easy,” Noah said. “You don’t have to waste time getting places. You don’t have to put up with all the drama being face-to-face creates. You don’t even have to get out of bed. I spent my entire high school career in my pajamas.”

“Thrilling,” I said. “There’s a word for not getting out of bed all day. It’s depression.”

“You have more time to do the things you want,” Noah argued. “It’s not that bad.”

“It’s a trap,” I said. “People don’t know how to exist outside of it, that’s the problem. People might not be experiencing drama, but they’re also not experiencing anything else. It’s taking over our entire culture.”

“Hey, Debby Downers, can we talk about something fun?” Pat asked. “Besides, Maddie, it’s not like you’re committed to fighting DS,” he reminded me. Just as he spoke, the limo turned the corner onto Third Street, and a neon billboard sign for Club Nino blinked down at us. A long line stretched along the side of the building, and the crowd turned to gape at the limo when we slowed down in front of the entrance. Some people were already poised to take videos, hands up and phones ready. Noah opened the door and we were greeted by a short bouncer in a suit and tie who held a scanner in his hand like a gun ready to fire at anyone who dared question his guest list.

“Bouncers,” Pat mumbled under his breath. “They think they own the city.”

The bouncer asked us if we had reservations, and judging from his deadpan expression, we could have shown up hovering in a spacecraft and he wouldn’t have been impressed.

I started to shake my head but Pat announced we needed four seats.

“We’re at capacity,” the bouncer said. “You’ll have to get in the back of the line.”

Pat shrugged. “All right, if you want to turn down a member of the Managers. It might hurt your image, but that’s your call.”

A few girls in the front of the line had already recognized Noah and started yelling his name. When he turned to wave he was greeted with shrieks and a swarm of lights from camera phones. A dozen glittery dresses bounced up and down.

“Come on,” Pat said, and pulled at Noah’s sleeve. “Isn’t your music label throwing a party tonight?”

The bouncer’s tight frown relaxed. “Wait, let me see what I can do,” he said, his tone changing from snobbery to flattery in less than a second. “I might have a few VIP seats open.” He typed on his screen, mumbled orders into his earpod, and, after scanning our fingerprints, ushered us through a side door and then up a flight of metal stairs. Noah turned and waved once more to his fans and was answered with shrieks so loud it made Clare cringe next to me.

“I think the trick to getting celebrity treatment is to actually be a celebrity,” I told her as we walked inside.

A security guard led us down a narrow hallway. The ceiling lights were a frosty yellow and I looked down at a see-through plastic floor, lit up underneath with colorful rotating lights. Techno music seeped through the walls, and bass pulsated the ground. I grinned and thought maybe the hundred-dollar cover charge was worth it.

When we pushed open a heavy door into the main dance room, my smile quickly vanished.


 Chapter Two

Club Nino looked like a dark movie theater. Seats took up the entire space, and the room was packed full of people staring up at an empty black screen that filled the front wall. Their eyes were hidden behind silver glasses and all of them wore thin metal Mind­Readers. People were rocking and laughing and nodding their heads to the music but I couldn’t figure out what was so entertaining. I turned and grabbed Clare’s hand.

“What is this?” I yelled to be heard over the music, and a staff member tapped my shoulder and pointed to a screen on the back wall listing all of the club rules, the first being NO TALKING. I frowned back at her. What kind of a club didn’t allow you to talk? With a hundred-dollar cover? I felt a pang of guilt that Noah had just dropped four hundred bucks to take us out when I would have been happier watching them play video games at home. At least we could have had a conversation.

An usher escorted us to four open seats in the back of the room. The seats had enough space between them so people could get in and out and waitresses could drop off drinks without obstructing anyone’s view. We sat down in the cushiony armchairs and I watched Pat to follow his lead. He opened a flap on his armrest and took out a pair of glasses, so I did the same. I put them on and jumped in my seat. Like magic, the screen at the front of the room filled with people.

A laser light show showered over the dance floor, where a pack of glittering digital bodies moved to the music. Groups of people flirted and mingled around the club. I blinked at the movie-screen party happening in front of me. Clare nudged my arm and motioned for me to put on my MindReader, hanging on a hook on the side of the chair. I slid on the silver headband and adjusted the sides until the small foam edges fit snug against my temples. I opened up the other armrest and pulled out a thin flat computer screen that automatically snapped on with my touch. A young woman appeared on the personal screen, tall and gangly and beautiful. She wore a long, silky red dress and sat on a slender white couch. She smiled and as words traveled out of her mouth, they were spelled out on the screen like a cartoon caption.

Welcome to Club Nino the caption read, and she waved at me. I waved back, as if she could see me. She talked me through the instructions after offering to skip ahead if I already knew how to log on. After I set up an account, she leaned back on the couch cushions, clasped her hands in her lap, and told me it was simple. My thoughts would appear on this personalized screen and I could press Send to enter them into Club Nino (the huge wall screen in front of me) or delete the words if I didn’t want people to read them.

Try it! She encouraged me with an inviting smile.

This is stupid, I thought. I smiled as my thought illuminated on the screen in front of me. I pushed Send and looked up to see my message floating on the bottom edge of the giant screen, but I didn’t have a body, so the words hung suspended in the air.

I stared at my message and wondered why I was invisible. I could see Clare out on the screen, and Pat and Noah, who were already surrounded by a pack of women. My instructor must have sensed my distress. She appeared on my computer and calmly explained I needed to add my image to the wall screen. She told me to imagine what I looked like and my body would appear.

I scanned the crowd at Club Nino. Some people had decided to go naked, although their privates were blurred out. The guys were all muscular and athletic (or maybe they just fantasized they were). Most people did opt for clothes, and judging from the looks of them, I was attending a virtual fashion show. There wasn’t an overweight, unattractive person on the screen. Every girl had glitter highlights, gleaming skin, and makeup. Some girls had styled their hair in twists and braids; others left it long and shiny. One girl had straight platinum-blond hair that fell all the way to her ankles, nearly sweeping the floor. I wondered if that impeded her dance moves. Even some of the guys had glitter highlights. One word: lame.

Everyone dressed in the latest trends: plastic, shiny pants for the guys and metallic denim jeans and neon-colored spandex tops for the girls. It was the best-looking room of people I’d ever seen, but no one stood out. They blended together like a catalog. Even Clare had dusted some glitter makeup on her face that I know wasn’t there earlier and she suddenly changed her dress color from black to neon pink and made herself about four inches taller.

What’s wrong with being ourselves? I thought, but I deleted the comment. I knew the problem: it was boring to be ourselves because we came flawed and ordinary. We all wanted superpowers and stage presence. Each of us wanted to turn heads and leave an impression. Technology allowed that—it made us architects. I decided the only way to entertain myself was to add some shock value to the atmosphere.

I closed my eyes and imagined how I looked in the morning, with no makeup on, in my sweatpants and a holey T-shirt. As I visualized it, my body appeared on my personal screen. I looked tired and my eyes were a little puffy and I had ratty bed hair. Perfect. I laughed at my image, and, for a final touch, I added some leopard slippers. I hit Send and my body was teleported to the giant screen, larger than life, like I was suddenly a movie star.

Nice look, Maddie, but don’t you think you’re being a little vain? Noah said to me. He walked over and stood by my side, where his comment floated between us in the same cartoon caption the model spoke with.

Suddenly, a stranger approached me.

I didn’t know sweatpants were in style, he said with a grin.

He was a little shorter than me, with brown hair and glasses. He was wearing a gray button-down shirt and dark slacks. At least they weren’t plastic.

Sweatpants are the new denim, I thought.

He smiled. You want to dance?

I frowned up at the screen while my body stalled.

What? I asked him.

Dance, he said, and pointed to the crowd in front of us to remind me we were at a dance club.

I blinked back at him, stupefied. I watched people move on the floor in front of me. Couples grinded. Some people were break dancing. There was a stage you could jump on and stand above the crowd, and it was full of women. They shook their chests and hips to an audience of guys goggling below.

The guy reached out and grabbed my hand to pull me closer. I immediately thought I didn’t like that and yanked my digital hand away.

Sorry, he said. I was just trying to show you.

Let’s take it slow, I thought. I’m a digital-dance virgin.

He grinned and told me it was easy. I watched with amusement as his body awkwardly moved next to me. I laughed out loud as his feet and arms bounced to the music while I stood next to him, still and rigid as stone. I pressed Delete over and over at all the sarcastic thoughts filling my personal screen so he couldn’t read them: Are you dancing or doing jumping jacks? Wow, I’ve never seen anyone hop up and down like that before. Where did you learn your moves, whiteboyscantdance.com?

He inched (jumped) his way closer to me, but I backed up.

It’s nice of you to give the socially challenged guys a chance, Pat said as he came up behind me.

Stay out of this, I thought back.

The music switched from techno to hip-hop and before I knew it I was being nudged into a mosh pit with my new bouncy dance partner. I almost lost my body in the pack of people leaping around me. I closed my eyes and focused on the beat and mentally convinced my feet to move to the music. My digital friend smiled and nodded to encourage me. I started jumping in the air with the crowd, and my dance partner was so overcome with excitement, he picked me up and threw me over his head. I watched with alarm as my body was caught and passed over the crowd.

This was not okay, even in a digital world.

I tried to get down, but the crowd was loving it. I noticed a dozen other people around the dance floor being body-passed. I narrowed my eyes as a guy ran his hand up my thigh when he passed me over his head, and I started to kick and squirm until the crowd finally got the hint and dropped me. I fell hard to the ground, right on my butt, and just watching it made me flinch in my seat.

I stood up and searched the screen for my dance partner. When I found him at the edge of the dance floor stalking his next victim, I stomped over and shoved him hard in the chest.

That wasn’t cool, douche bag, I thought. He fell back a few steps, jolted by my shove or my insult or both. Even though I wasn’t actually moving, I could feel the muscles in my arms tense.

The seductive host lit up my personal screen and gave me a stern stare.

I’m sorry, but violent or sexual contact is not permitted at Club Nino. This is your first warning. I frowned at her words. But it was okay for him to throw me up in the air like I was a rag doll?

I looked up at the screen and I was standing there, alone, with my arms crossed over my chest, looking pissed. My leopard slippers stood poised like they were threatening to bite the next person that approached me. I definitely wasn’t giving off a friendly vibe. I took a deep breath and told myself to calm down, this was all just make-believe anyway. But that was the problem—I’d been make-believing for seventeen years. I was ready to start living.

Douche bag? Pat asked me. I could hear him laughing in the seat next to me.

I’m bringing that expression back, I thought. It’s a classic.

Maybe you should sit in the Lounge for a while and cool off, Pat suggested.

I asked him what the Lounge was and he explained it was a bar in the back of the auditorium where you could hang out if you decided you wanted to meet somebody face-to-face. I looked around at all the seats in the audience and didn’t see a single one empty. Apparently face-to-face meeting wasn’t a popular choice. Meeting in person was like waking out of a perfect dream—almost always a letdown.

I’m sorry, I told Pat. I was really excited to go out tonight, but this isn’t exactly my idea of socializing. Pat and I stood close to each other on the screen.

Try not to take it so seriously, Maddie, he said. Just have fun with it. Don’t go all Justin on me.

His name is a verb now?

Yeah, Pat said. Other synonyms are extreme, excessive, and overrated. I narrowed my eyes at this.

Thanks, Mr. Thesaurus. I deleted that one. I wasn’t in the mood to start a virtual argument. Too much gets lost in translation.

I turned away and scanned the movie screen, searching for Clare. My stomach started to twist. Standing in that superficial crowd of people only magnified how much I felt like an outsider. I thought about Justin. This place would drive him crazy. If he were here right now, he’d probably instigate a riot.

More strangers tried to introduce themselves to me but I ignored them and walked over to Clare. She was dancing with a group and when I attempted to join in, she turned to me. My digital face was frowning and she guessed why.

Have you heard from him? she asked me.

No, not since I moved down here.

I know they’re really busy, she said. I talked to Scott and he said they’ve been working overtime.

That isn’t an excuse, I told her. You can always make time for people. The point is, you have to want to.

We’re understaffed, Clare reminded me. And it seems like more and more people are getting arrested every day. It’s getting trickier to stop—

Maybe this isn’t the best place to discuss that, Clare? Pat interrupted us. I noticed several girls milling around him. I also noticed he didn’t stray far from my side. And Maddie, he said, you need to forget about him. The sooner you do, the less time you’ll waste. He turned away to talk with one of the girls standing behind him.

I closed my eyes. I hated that I was having this conversation on a screen for everyone to read. This night only reminded me why I wanted to fight digital school, why I detested where our culture was headed. I felt nauseated, like I’d felt last spring at the National Education Benefit when I watched a digital dance contest and realized people were addicted to the pixelated and perfected version of themselves. We were all losing touch.

I needed Justin right now. He could always explain things to me; he could comb out the confusing knots in my mind. I opened my eyes and looked out at the stationary sea of bodies sitting around me juxtaposed against the dancing characters on the screen. They hid safely behind their glasses and stared up at the party like they were hypnotized. I watched them delete corny or inappropriate thoughts before they were spoken. I hated that life was so censored. But most of all, I hated that tonight I was a part of it.

Music swam around me, so loud I couldn’t concentrate. Blinking white strobe lights made the bodies on the screen look like shattered pieces. There was a cheer from the crowd as sparkle confetti fell from the digital sky, and people raised their arms and spun underneath it. In that huge space, I was the only girl standing alone. I read conversations spiraling around me.

You should meet us tomorrow for lunch.

Where at?

At this outdoor café in Amsterdam called Lucky’s. It looks out over the canals.

Very cool.

Have you ever taken a virtual walk through the red-light district?

The what?

I watched people talk about sites and programs and chatrooms. Why couldn’t I do that? Just blend in, be content to act like everybody else? I watched other conversations, people comparing brand names and clothes and bragging about grades and school. People didn’t talk to each other, they talked at each other. It was a game of who could brag more. No one really listened to anyone else. Why is it that the people who talk the most sometimes have the least to say?

As I was considering this, another guy walked up to me and introduced himself as Jeff. He was cute but I couldn’t get beyond his red hair highlighted with gold glitter.

Why are you dressed like that? he asked, and pointed to my sweats.

Baggy clothes make it less obvious that I’m pregnant, I told him. He blinked in surprise and hurried away without another word.

Good one, Pat said.

I can’t do this, I thought. Don’t you people see this isn’t real? You don’t even exist, you’re just living inside a fantasy. Wake up. I sent my words and they lit up on the screen. Clare grabbed my hand, really grabbed it, and it startled me. She took her glasses off, and her eyes met mine. She leaned over in her seat and whispered in my ear. I could feel her breath touch me when she spoke and I could smell her hairspray and see a crease of concern on her forehead. She was so human, so real, it was reassuring.

“Do you want to leave?” she asked. I shook my head and focused on the club screen.

DS is killing us. We’re not human anymore. We’re more comfortable being robots. I sent the words and my thoughts continued to flow. My personal screen shut off and the host popped back on, smiling like we were old friends. She crossed her legs and her face turned serious.

We do not allow hostile communication at Club Nino. This is your second warning. One more violation and you’ll be asked to log off.

I imagined what Justin would say in this situation, what he would do. I smiled as an idea took shape and grew until it cracked its shell. I deleted the thought before it had time to appear anywhere but in the privacy of my mind.


 Chapter Three

I logged out and turned off my computer. I could feel Pat and Clare both watching me but I avoided their eyes. I buzzed the Help button on my armrest and a few seconds later an usher came to my side. Her gold nametag said SUSAN on it. She crouched down and asked me what was wrong.

“My computer crashed,” I said. “It won’t let me log on.”

She leaned across me and turned the computer back on. When the menu screen appeared, she scanned an identification card attached to her wrist by a stretchy rubber cord. She touched the employee page and typed in a password. I watched her fingers move deliberately over the keypad. It was too easy. She typed in Nino1. She tested a few of the functions and when they all worked she shrugged and logged out. She told me everything looked fine and to try again. When she walked away, Clare was staring at me.

“What are you doing, Maddie?” she asked.

I looked down at my screen. I didn’t know what had come over me; it felt like someone in the room was daring me.

I restarted the computer and while I waited I took my wallet out of the purse I was sharing with Clare. Magnetic identification cards were easy to override; I learned this piece of information eavesdropping on some of my dad’s phone calls. When the main menu popped up, I touched the employee page. It asked for my identification, so I swiped the first magnetic card I found in my wallet—just an ordinary money card. I received an error message, which I expected. The computer said to try again or to enter my information manually. I took the second option. I typed Susan’s name and conveniently her last name popped up next to it. I highlighted the name and clicked on it. This brought me to another screen with available options.

I scrolled down until I found the instruction I was looking for: Clear Club Nino. I assumed it would eliminate all the identities on the giant wall screen. I clicked on this function and the computer informed me only a supervisor had the authority to issue this command. I shrugged and hoped Susan was a supervisor. I hit the Clear Club Nino function. It asked for a password and I typed it in. I hit Enter.

With the press of a finger, the sea of bodies and colors pooling and flickering in strobe lights turned into a black canvas. The world stopped. There was a loud gasp from the crowd, heard over the pumping music.

At first, I was just as startled as the rest of the audience. I hadn’t expected this to work. I never stopped to think about the possible outcomes of my crazy ideas, something that led to frequent problems in my life. There was a single icon blinking on the giant screen. Since I was still logged in, I let my mind run free. I couldn’t pass this up.

How many of you think there’s more to life than a virtual world? How many of you want other choices?

My words came out bold and bright over the screen. Since I didn’t have an identity, the words hovered in the very center, like a warning. The techno music blared, the bass pumped, and I could feel the adrenaline kicking up in my chest. Heads turned, hands pulled off glasses in a synchronized motion, and people looked around the room. For the first time all night, people started to make eye contact. I felt myself smile.

“Who’s doing that?” someone yelled in the crowd.

There’s only one way to change the system: fight digital school.

Clare grabbed my hand. “Stop it, Maddie, you can’t afford to get in trouble right now.”

When I looked back at the screen my smile widened. There was another hanging bubble there.

I’m listening, it said.

Live outside your computers. Our minds are more than programs. Our bodies are more than extension cords. We might as well have been born with wires for fingers. That’s how much technology controls us.

You’re just trained, the other voice said.

“Stop it,” someone yelled out.

Life is more than a show. It can’t be entertaining all the time. It isn’t real. And with those words, all the messages disappeared.

The techno music shut off and bright overhead lights snapped on. A chorus of groans and complaints filled the room. I sat back in my seat and slid my headband off with a sigh of relief. The room finally began to shift with human movement. Pat leaned toward me.

“That was stupid, Maddie,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But at least people are actually talking now.”

“So? You could get arrested.”

Voices echoed off the walls. I wanted to know who the other person on the screen was and I looked around the room, as if he would be waving to get my attention.

Two bouncers followed a petite woman in a gray business suit down the main aisle of the auditorium. They stood at the center of the room and stared awkwardly at the crowd. The woman yelled out in a voice that sounded too strong for her small frame.

“We apologize. There’s been a technical problem with our computers.”

An annoyed grumble erupted from the crowd and she held up her hand.

“This has never happened at Club Nino. Until we can localize the problem, I’m afraid we’re going to have to keep the wall screen turned off.”

The audience shouted arguments about the cover charge.

“If you don’t want to wait, we will be happy to reimburse you for your tickets tonight. Again, I apologize for the inconvenience,” she said, and with that, she bolted up the aisle toward an exit sign with the two bouncers hurrying behind her.

Chairs squeaked and sighed as people stood up and started to move toward the exit in a herd. I felt a hand tug my dress.

“Let’s get out of here before they localize the problem,” Pat said. I nodded and stood up but before I moved a step a security guard blocked my way. He was at least a foot taller than me and built like a heavyweight boxer.

“You better come with me,” he said in a deep voice that sounded as if it were buried in his massive chest. “We have a few questions for you.”

I swallowed and attempted to look confident. I imagined I was wearing combat boots instead of high heels. “I don’t think so,” I said.

“We don’t want to have to call the police,” he said. “I’m sure we can handle this quietly if you cooperate.” His eyes dared me to argue.

“I’m not talking to anyone until I call my lawyer,” I bluffed. I had no idea what that meant but I’d heard the line in a movie once. It sounded intimidating. I looked over at Pat and he was shaking his head.

The security guard stood his ground.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I insisted.

“Then you have nothing to worry about,” he said. He curled his meaty fingers around my arm, which he could probably snap without much effort. I sighed and let him pull me into the aisle. I looked over my shoulder at Pat, Clare, and Noah, who were watching anxiously, and I shrugged to show them I wasn’t concerned. I hoped my acting was convincing.

He pushed me through the crowd, and people narrowed their eyes and pointed as we shoved past. Some people took pictures and videos with their phones while the guard yelled to get out of our way. I kept my eyes focused straight ahead. It started to sink in how much trouble I could get into for this. Playing a prank is one thing; getting arrested for it is another. The guard kept a tight grip on my arm, as if I’d try to run away in high heels. I wanted to assure him I wouldn’t, since he was big enough to crush me to death with his pinkie finger.

I glanced back at the theater before we left. Groups of people were talking and laughing around me. They were face-to-face now, not face-to-screen. Instead of focusing on what I’d stopped, I noticed what I had started. A body at rest stays at rest until it’s set in motion. I liked that I was the catalyst. My guilt rolled up into a tiny ball and pride kicked it away.

He led me into a dark hallway and at the end we stopped in front of a door with an OFFICE sign. He knocked twice and it clicked open. He pushed me inside and I stumbled in my heels but I held my head high. Thoughts spun through my mind. I wasn’t guilty yet. They still had to prove it was me and, since I’d used the supervisor’s information, I wondered how much leeway I had.

The club manager sat behind a behemoth metal desk that looked big enough to swallow her. She was small, maybe five two, but the security guard treated her with the respect a soldier shows his lieutenant.

“So, here are the two troublemakers,” she said. I wrinkled my forehead at her comment. Two? Then I heard someone move behind me.

I turned and Justin stood up from a chair in the back of the room. My body froze when I saw him. The only part of me that appeared to be moving was my heart, which rocked in my chest. His brown eyes found mine for a split second but then focused on the manager again.

He took a few steps forward so he was standing closer to me. He was dressed casually for a club, dark jeans and a faded black T-shirt and black leather jacket. His hair was messy, like it was windblown. Hardly trying to impress anyone, Justin still managed to stand out, even in L.A.

One of the guards informed us the police would be here soon to read us our rights. A rush of nerves fluttered through my stomach. Justin tucked his hands calmly in his jean pockets. His face didn’t show a hint of concern. I’d forgotten how much I missed his unwavering confidence. In his presence, I felt stronger, like his energy was contagious. He kept his dark eyes on the front of the room and I faced forward and wondered what annoyed me more: that I was about to get arrested or that I was standing so close to Justin but had to keep my hands off him.


 Chapter Four

“Do either of you have anything you’d like to say before the police arrive?” the manager asked us. I knew she was waiting for an apology, for us to grovel on the floor and beg her to forgive us for shutting down her digital dance emporium.

I couldn’t help myself. My thoughts were being excavated.

“I think your hundred-dollar cover charge is ridiculous and your club is lame,” I told her, which she answered with a sneer. Justin shifted next to me and he cleared his throat.

“I’m really sorry,” he said in a low voice that sounded sincere. I stared at him, amazed to see a look of apology on his face. I turned back to the manager and saw the tight line of her lips had softened. She nodded and her accusing eyes fell on me.

“We know which screen those words were coming from,” she said huffily. “And we know who was sitting at those computers.”

“It was a mistake,” Justin cut in. He offered her an innocent grin. “I was just trying to shake things up.”

She shook her head. “Not at my club. Club Nino is a place to make friends and feel safe.”

I had to tighten the muscles around my mouth to keep a straight face. Yeah, what a great place to make real, genuine friends. More like a place to be digitally molested.

“It isn’t a floor to start a political debate,” she added and stared at me. “Speaking of our cover charge, do you have any idea what you’ve cost us tonight?”

“We can cover the losses,” Justin offered.

“What?” I mumbled under my breath, and glanced over at him.

The manager tapped her long fingernails on her desk as she contemplated this. We heard clattering outside and the door swung open. The muscular security guard who’d escorted me earlier stalked through.

“Trey, can’t you use the wall screen instead of barging into my office?” she asked.

“They’re still down,” he pointed out, and she gritted her teeth. She told him to turn the screens back on but he said it was too late. The auditorium was empty.

“The Lounge is way over capacity,” Trey said. “And people are hanging out in the streets, blocking the shuttle tracks.” Through the open crack of the tinted office window, we could hear people laughing and shouting outside.

The manager stood up with a heavy sigh and followed Trey.

“You two can wait right here and think about what you did,” she said as she passed. “We’ve lost over fifty thousand dollars tonight, thanks to your little shenanigans. Don’t think you can get away with that kind of behavior at Club Nino.”

I coughed to suppress a laugh that was climbing up my throat.

She turned to Trey. “I want you to stand right outside this door.”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He reinforced her threat by glaring at us before he slammed the door closed behind him. I blinked at the office door and suddenly everything was quiet. I felt the air around me charged with a familiar energy. I turned and met Justin’s eyes.

“Did she really just say shenanigans?” he asked.

“Must be the new crime lingo for a misdemeanor,” I said.

There was a grin on his face. I had fantasized about seeing him for weeks but it usually played out a bit more romantically than the current situation—standing in a dimly lit office awaiting a fine or possible arrest from a power-tripping club manager.

His eyes never strayed from my face and I waited for him to say something, but he seemed content to stare at me. Questions rolled through my mind: Where have you been? Why haven’t you called? Have you thought about me once? I’ve thought about you one or one thousand times.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. He studied me for a few more seconds, probably trying to guess what I was really thinking.

“I’m headed to San Diego, so I thought I’d surprise you. Pat told me where you guys were going.” He raised his hands in the air. “Nino’s? Seriously, out of all the great places in L.A., you guys choose Club Frat House?”

“Hey, this wasn’t my idea,” I said. “And considering I just shut the place down, you could say I’m not a huge fan of it either.”

He shook his head and his eyes found mine again. “What bothers me is you’re not even remotely worried you’re about to get arrested.”

“I was worried, but now you’re here,” I said simply.

He frowned. “You think I’m always going to magically appear and get you out of trouble?”

I thought about this. “It’s more like you magically appear and I get into trouble,” I corrected him. “You’re like my antivenin to the lethal bite of authority.”

“Great,” he said. Justin’s gaze trickled down to my dress and he raised his eyebrows. “That isn’t what you were wearing on the screen,” he pointed out.

I felt myself blush with embarrassment. He must have been thinking I looked ridiculous, so overdressed. I crossed my arms over my exposed upper chest.

“I didn’t know we were going to a virtual club,” I said. “How long were you in there anyway?”

His mouth turned up at the corner. “Long enough to see that I’m extreme, excessive, and overrated. That last word hurts a little.”

Before I could respond, we were interrupted by footsteps outside. The door buzzed open and we both faced forward solemnly, like two children who’ve been given a time-out. The manager streaked past us and sat down behind her desk, her face frazzled.

“Well,” she said. “This is certainly a scene. Now the news is here.” She lifted a lanyard holding several keycards from around her neck and set it on the desk. She worried her fingers through her brown shoulder-length hair and studied her flipscreen.

“The good news is we turned up information about you two,” she said. “Paul Luddite and Rebecca Riggs?” she said with a coy smile and waited for both of us to nod in agreement. “In case you forgot, we scan all our clients’ fingerprints when they come into this club. That’s the advantage of technology. We have access to all of your information. If you two were so smart, you would have thought of that.”

The door opened again and Trey peered in.

“You can at least knock, Trey,” she barked at him. Justin and I exchanged amused glances.

“They want to interview you,” he said. She raised her eyebrows and tried to appear annoyed, but her eyes were bright.

“Television?” She stared down at her blouse and ran her fingers over some wrinkles on the sleeve of her jacket. “I just need to run to the restroom.” She grabbed a small cosmetic bag out of her desk drawer. As she passed us, she said over her shoulder that she would be back to deal with us later. The door slammed loudly behind her.

The noise from outside the window escalated and we could hear the crowd cheering. I looked over at Justin and he was still watching me.

“Paul Luddite?” I asked him. “Interesting name choice. Any relation?” He smiled, his dimples appearing.

“You’ve heard of them?”

“I’ve read about the Luddites. They were rioters in Britain in the 1800s. They protested against the industrial revolution because machines were taking over human jobs.”

“That’s right,” Justin said.

“They were called machine breakers,” I said.

“It has a nice ring to it,” he said. “Speaking of protesting, we can walk away from this pretty easily, maybe with just a fine, if you’d at least attempt to look sorry.”

I tapped my foot on the floor and considered this. I could smell his leather jacket. I could hear it wrinkle every time he moved. I looked down at his hands, just visible under the cuffs. The sooner they let us go, the sooner I could touch him. That was definitely motivation. “They won’t call the police?” I asked.

He shook his head. “These kinds of clubs let underage kids in all the time—so they can’t call the police; they could get their license suspended. They’re just trying to scare us.” He took a step closer to me. “So, do me a favor,” he said. “No more arguing. Just suck it up and say you’re sorry.”

“But they have nothing on me,” I said, testing him. “It could have been a computer virus, even hacked in from an outside source, and since I’m sure the hard drives are all connected—”

“Maddie,” he said, and just the sound of my name from his lips made me smile. “We’re arguing with a bar manager. Suck it















OPS/toc.xhtml

    
      Table of Contents


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          PART 1
New Life
        


        		
          Los Angeles, September 24, 2060
        


        		
          Chapter One
        


        		
          Chapter Two
        


        		
          Chapter Three
        


        		
          Chapter Four
        


        		
          Chapter Five
        


        		
          Chapter Six
        


        		
          Chapter Seven
        


        		
          Chapter Eight
        


        		
          PART 2
Life, Simulated
        


        		
          Chapter Nine
        


        		
          Chapter Ten
        


        		
          Chapter Eleven
        


        		
          Chapter Twelve
        


        		
          Chapter Thirteen
        


        		
          Chapter Fourteen
        


        		
          Chapter Fifteen
        


        		
          October 2060
        


        		
          Chapter Sixteen
        


        		
          Chapter Seventeen
        


        		
          Chapter Eighteen
        


        		
          Chapter Nineteen
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty
        


        		
          January 2061
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-One
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Two
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Three
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Four
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Five
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Six
        


        		
          PART 3
Middle Ground
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Seven
        


        		
          March 18, 2061
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Eight
        


        		
          Chapter Twenty-Nine
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-One
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Two
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Three
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Four
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Five
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Six
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Seven
        


        		
          April 30, 2061
        


        		
          Chapter Thirty-Eight
        


        		
          Acknowledgments
        


        		
          Sample Chapter from STILL POINT
        


        		
          Buy the Book
        


        		
          Read More from Katie Kacvinsky
        


        		
          About the Author
        


      


    
  

OPS/images/cover.jpg
= ‘“L o

KATIE KACVINSKY





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
Midlle Gooonl

KATIE KACVINSKY

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
Boston New York 2012





