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Chapter 8

It all happens so fast that I don’t have time to get scared. Instead of pulling gently into my lane like I intended, the car turns too far, and the bumper collides with that of another car that has just been pulling up to the day care.

Mechanisms activate in the car’s computer core, faster than any human reflex. My seat belt pulls in sharply, cutting into my shoulder, and pins me to my seat, which instantly pulls back. I’m frozen in shock, my heart hammering as the music continues to blare.

The driver’s side door of the other car opens, and a woman climbs out, a tall, thin redhead, dressed in a sharp and expensive suit. She slams her palms on my car’s hood. I can’t hear a thing through the music but I can see her lips move as her face distorts with rage. I can read what she’s yelling clear as day: What the hell is wrong with you, you crazy bitch?

With shaking hands, I feel around the control panel but everything seems to have frozen. I don’t know how to turn off the music, or open the windows, or do anything for that matter.

And then silence falls like a rock. In it, Saya’s calm, pleasant voice: “Collision detected. Calling for assistance. Sending report.”

“Let me out!” I bellow. The window slides down, and, with a click, the doors unlock. The redhead descends on me like a bird of prey.

“My child is in the car! Watch where the hell you’re going! Are you drunk?”

Her face creases in spite of what must be abundant Botox and turns the same shade of raspberry-red as Taryn’s before a tantrum. In the face of all that fury, my own fades, and I find myself trembling and helpless, raking my brain for words.

“I’m so sorry—”

“They’ll be hearing about this at IntelTech. This is exactly why I moved here—so I wouldn’t have to deal with this shit.”

“You know I’m not drunk,” I say. Otherwise, my chip would have detected it and wouldn’t have let me behind the wheel in the first place.

But I don’t think she hears me. In any event, my protestation does nothing to stop the verbal onslaught.

“Do you realize I don’t have time for this? I have to be at work! The stupidity of some people. It’s baffling.”

I start mumbling something about calling assistance but cut myself off. She keeps cursing, calling me all kinds of names, but it all recedes into the background. Behind her, I see the fence of the day care’s front yard, like multicolored Popsicle sticks, and all the children are now clinging to it, desperate to see what all this racket is. Curious little faces, their eyes shiny like marbles.

And among them, I see Taryn, standing at the front, peering intently between fence posts. On her face is a look that I can only describe as utter fascination, her adorable face full of evil glee.

*  *  *

The redheaded woman is Anna Finch, this or that executive at some big company or other. Her husband is a lawyer—not just any lawyer but the kind of lawyer the firm is named after. I couldn’t have chosen a worse car to lightly dent. And that’s really all it is, a somewhat dented bumper, a bit of chipped paint. And, of course, “emotional distress.” Anna Finch must have said this phrase at least eleven times in the last five minutes.

It turns out that Venture has its own clinic, five grocery stores, a number of pharmacies, gyms, and recreation centers but no police station. Sure, we have our very own SmartBlock Assistance but technically we’re still in the jurisdiction of the station that also serves the adjoining neighborhood, situated in the semi-industrial area on the outskirts of the big city and consisting of crumbling working-class homes and housing projects.

The police officers probably see all kinds of devastating things day in and day out but they somehow manage to keep their cool in the face of two rich ladies and two lightly damaged $100,000 cars. I can’t help but feel uneasy around them. Guilty for existing.

One of them tries to calm down the raging redhead while the other patiently questions me about the event. He’s old and grizzled looking, and he reminds me of the officers who came to our home—our old house—after the invasion. They were nothing but kind to me, just like these are. They have no reason to be unkind. I’m the very profile of the good victim, a woman, a white woman, well-to-do, a mother to boot. Even if we weren’t in the heart of the costly new development for the (mostly) rich, there’s no reason for them to tackle me to the ground and handcuff me. Which I should be grateful for, I guess. The redhead obviously takes it for granted.

I try to answer the officer’s questions but I’m stammering, forgetting my words. My mouth is dry and my hands clammy. Posttraumatic shock? If one can call this minor inconvenience trauma, that is.

Anna Finch sure thinks she can. Her offspring, tucked into a state-of-the-art security seat in the back of her car, barely felt any impact at all but started to wail its head off pretty much immediately. And for all her shrieking about her child in the car, she doesn’t seem to give a shit. Which only makes the little demon scream louder and louder.

I never much cared for other people’s children. Having one of my own, finally, didn’t change anything. I still don’t. Whereas Taryn’s crying makes my heart clench with pain, the only thing I feel at the sound of a bawling baby at a restaurant is annoyance.

“Ma’am,” the officer repeats, and I blink, confused.

“Yes?”

“Is this an autonomous vehicle?”

“What? No, no. It’s just—connected.”

“Connected?”

“You see, there’s this—” I only begin to wonder how to explain, in my current state, about the SmartHome and Saya, the personal assistant uploaded into my car. But thankfully, a sleek electric car pulls up, smooth and white as a pebble polished by the ocean and bearing the unmistakable logo: a tree inside a circular green arrow with the caption underneath: live smarter. live better. live IntelTech. Speak of the devil—SmartBlock Assistance has come to the rescue.

Within minutes, three pleasant-looking personnel in civilian clothes dispatch the police officers back to the station and arrange for the cars to be towed. Presumably, to be taken care of somewhere out of sight of the neighborhood’s population. To be restored and returned shiny and new.

“This is unacceptable,” shrills Anna Finch. “I demand that there be consequences. You can’t just drive around like a crazy person here.”

They assure her that they’ll get to the bottom of it.

“My car,” I say, finally finding my voice. “Saya malfunctioned. It blasted random music at top volume. I was startled.”

“If Saya had been malfunctioning,” says the pleasant-looking woman from IntelTech, “it isn’t recommended to use the vehicle at all.”

“The vehicle was fine,” I snap.

“It’s all in the terms of service,” she says, still pleasantly. I remember her. She was there with Clarisse and us when we signed the papers. She wears her ash-blond hair in a low bun, a style that looks too conservative on someone so young, and the tag on her uniform reads JESSICA.

“There you have it!” exclaims Anna Finch. “She ignored the TOS. Shouldn’t there be consequences?”

“It’s a complex issue,” says the mediator.

“I don’t see what’s so complex about it. I thought you have everyone here prescreened. Clearly it didn’t help much. You should have a zero-tolerance policy—”

“Saya’s been malfunctioning for a week,” I snarl. “I’ve been reporting and reporting. Nobody does anything.”

“Please be assured that all your reports reach those who are concerned,” says the woman, “and are analyzed and acted upon as the situation demands.”

I want to grab her and shake her. This seems to be the thing Anna Finch and I have in common. The mediator is one of those flawless IntelTech employees. Neither her clothes nor her face has a single crease. You can’t quite tell her age, and her hair in its bun looks like it’s been molded from plastic. Is she an actual robot? Like Saya but also in a silicone body.

“Ms. Finch, Ms. Holmes. Let’s regard this as what it is: a minor accident. Ms. Finch, your vehicle will be restored to its original condition and returned to you in the briefest delays. In the meantime, an identical one will be provided for your daily needs. Ms. Holmes, your concerns will be addressed—”

“I want to speak to Clarisse,” I say.

“Good idea,” sneers Anna Finch.

“There’s no reason to bother Clarisse. She’s very busy, as you can imagine.”

“First, my house nearly boiled me alive in the tub. Now, it’s calling me Lydia.” My breath catches, and the next phrase comes out not menacing, as I intended, but whisper-quiet. “I need to speak to Clarisse.”

Sensing that the mediation efforts aren’t being as effective as she’d like, the woman switches gears. She addresses me with an apologetic smile.

“Clarisse will contact you herself. Within the briefest delays.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Now, I’ll call two cars to deliver you to wherever you need to be. Will that be your office?”

“My home.”

“Of course. It won’t take a minute.”





Chapter 11

I never could have imagined my life would take this science-fiction twist. In fact, growing up, I didn’t imagine much for myself in the best-case scenario.

I understood early on that my family was different from those of other children my age. If I had to pinpoint the exact moment, I doubt that I could but the definitive reckoning came the day the authorities told Therese she had to enroll me in school or have me taken away and placed in a foster home.

Until then, Therese was home-schooling me—or that’s what she called it. Child Protection Services asked her a couple of questions about the curriculum and decided that such an education was insufficient, to put it mildly. The reason they didn’t just take me away immediately remains obscure to me. Maybe because Therese was a white Catholic, and also not a drug addict or prostitute, which was already pretty good considering the averages in our neighborhood at the time. But CPS assigned us a social worker to check up on my progress and make sure I started second grade immediately.

Until then, my primary exposure to children my age was the church play group. Even there, it wasn’t hard to realize that I lived in a completely different world. The rest of the children stayed an hour or two after Sunday school to tumble around the playground and then went home, to their otherwise secular lives of cartoons and video games and Twinkies for snacks. I’d spend the whole day there, waiting for Therese to be done with her volunteering, and in the evening, we’d go back to our crumbling rental apartment.

Much later, I’d be shocked to learn we weren’t actually poor. Shocked is too kind a word. We lived in that one-bedroom for years, and in the meantime, she had close to six figures squirreled away in the bank. But at our apartment, we slept on secondhand cots. We didn’t have a television, let alone a gaming console or a DVD player. She got our clothes at the Salvation Army and made me wear them until they literally fell apart.

I guess I shouldn’t have been so surprised to find out we weren’t broke—she never outright said we didn’t have money. That lifestyle was Therese’s all-consuming crusade against sin. Anything pleasant or pleasurable or aesthetic had to be mercilessly rooted out of her life, and mine by extension. Pizza or takeout was a sin, new sneakers were a sin. Cartoons were the Devil’s work upon this earth, with subliminal messages to brainwash children and lure them away from the righteous path. Regular school would corrupt me, and so she decided to school me herself, teaching me how to read with a Bible.

Who knows where Therese got these ideas, more suited to some Bible Belt small town than to the middle of a large, multicultural city. She mellowed out with age, moving from the decrepit rental with mold on the walls to a small but comfortable condo, and the very fact that she now talks to me again speaks volumes. But she remains reluctant to answer questions about the past. Clearly, something must have happened, something pretty damn drastic, but all I know is that she got pregnant at a young age, had me, and then became a born-again Christian. The how and the why remain a mystery.

But back when I had to integrate into normal society—at least from eight until four p.m. five days a week—she was beside herself. The moment I’d step over the threshold she’d descend on me, bombarding me with questions, trying to suss out if I’d been seduced by the Devil’s works. What did I learn, what did the teachers say and do, but, especially, who did I talk to, hang out with, play with?

She had nothing to worry about. The moment I first set foot inside the school gates in my secondhand, ill-fitting clothes and shoes with holes, I became a target. Hardly surprising, when even the Sunday School kids kept their distance from me, somehow figuring out that I wasn’t like them. That whiff of crazy from Therese rubbed off on me, and children are great at picking up on these things. If ever a new child joined the group on the playground, someone would elbow her in the ribs soon enough, whispering in her ear, Don’t play with her, she’s weeeeeird.

Regular school was no exception. I couldn’t keep up with their conversations about Barbies and Pokémon cards. I became the butt of jokes. Kids avoided going near my desk like it was contaminated.

I should have hated it and longed to run back under Therese’s skirts. But instead, I was fascinated. I was too consumed with wanting to be my tormentors to loathe them. Even as my classmates spat on me and tripped me up in hallways, my envy was stronger than anything, even my hatred.

And pretty soon, I had a chance to join the world I longed for.

By that time, second grade, I had a pretty good idea that my relationship with my mother—or rather Therese’s relationship with me—wasn’t the same as what most kids my age had with their parents. Therese rarely showed love or even the most basic affection. Only after starting second grade did I understand this had something to do with that dad I was never allowed to mention. My one innocent question about my dad cost me a whole evening in the corner. Some girl in my class had heard from her mom, who knew some school worker, that when she enrolled me, Therese requested that the field for my father’s name be left blank. And I remembered enough from the Bible reading lessons to put two and two together. Therese hated me because of that. Because I, myself, was proof of some kind of deadly sin.

The children in my class caught on with remarkable speed. They called my mom a Jesus freak—the first time I’d ever heard that term—and me, devil-spawn. My desk went from contaminated to cursed. One girl in particular—the very same one who started the rumors—victimized me the most. The pleasure she took from it was evident, from her wicked grin to the evil gleam in her eyes any time she glimpsed me, and whenever I saw those I knew I was about to be subjected to some new ordeal.

And so, one day, I took advantage of a moment of inattention and stole her prized possession, some sort of pencil box made of bright plastic, with buttons that played music and a little built-in calculator. She turned away just as I was passing by, as always, discreet, shrinking into myself, and for once, she didn’t notice me. I slipped the pencil box right off her desk and stuffed it in my pocket.

Long story short, she had an absolute fit when she realized her thingamajig was missing. No matter that she would have forgotten about it by next week, and it would be gathering dust at the bottom of her school bag, replaced in her favor by some new toy. But right now, it was gone, and something had to be done quickly. They searched everyone in class and found the pencil box.

Later, at home, was the first and only time Therese ever hit me.

Honestly, it’s surprising it didn’t happen sooner. And it definitely wasn’t out of love for me that Therese had kept her hands off me thus far. But she hit me that evening. Or, rather, slapped me—slapped me hard enough that my head snapped sideways.

My ears were ringing, and, shocked by the suddenness of it as much as the pain, I spun around and ran from the room. Maybe I ran too fast, in the apartment that was too small and cluttered. But I tripped and fell and hit my head on the side of a table. The next day, I had to go to school with a bruise.

And that’s when I did something I’d never thought possible before. When a teacher asked me about the bruise, I flat-out told her it was my mom who hit me.

I still don’t know what possessed me. It wasn’t an outright lie—she did hit me; it just didn’t cause the bruise. And it was the perfect way to draw attention away from what I had done, for which I had already been given detention for the whole week. I didn’t exactly think my little lie of omission would get me out of detention. But I needed something. The bruise was something.

Little did I know the far-reaching consequences my fib would have. I only had the vaguest idea why I ended up in regular school after all. I remembered the conversation with the social worker, who had been nice and friendly and smiling, so I didn’t suspect any underlying motivations.

For once, the machine whirred into action with frightening efficiency, and by the end of the week, I was whisked away from Therese’s care and placed with a foster family.

I would spend several months with them, a time that is mostly lost in a fog of sheer wonderment. I got a set of cheap but clean clothes from the local department store, I ate boxed macaroni and cheese three nights a week and breaded chicken fillets the rest of the time, and watched cartoons with four other children. It was utterly incredible, and I couldn’t believe my luck.

Although I didn’t know this at the time, Therese went into a frenzy to prove to social services that she was a fit mother. She attended those classes they signed her up for, she rented a new apartment, and got rid of the hoarded clutter. I don’t know how sincere it all was, whether she really decided to change or it was all an act. But if so, why go to such lengths to get me back when she didn’t much care for me in the first place? When I certainly didn’t need or want her to?

But get me back she did, and one fine day, I returned to her with my possessions folded neatly in an old suitcase provided by a special charity organization. The first days were strange, the Therese I knew and the new, social-services-approved Therese warring within the small space of the new apartment. There was a TV now, which stayed off most of the time. There was nutritious food beyond plain oatmeal and peanut butter on toast—to this day I still can’t stand the sight of peanut butter, and for the longest time, I pretended to be allergic to it. I had clothes that fit. Therese was polite to me, the way one is to an exchange student. At first, every day I expected her to ask me why I lied, whether I remembered what a grave sin lying was, and whether I had repented.

But she never asked. I guess she knew she wouldn’t like the answer.

With the new apartment came a new school district and a new school, which meant the end of the bullying. Not just because my clothes were better and my lunches didn’t call attention to them with their shabbiness. This time, I was smarter. I learned to hide from people the things I didn’t want them to see. Things were so much better now, and all I did was tell a little white lie.





Chapter 15

My previous experiences with a shrink turned out less than convincing. First, a long, long time ago, there was Ms. Felipe, with dreadlocks and ripped jeans. After my stint at the foster home and subsequent return home, social services didn’t forget Therese and me. My caseworker was Ms. Felipe, who insisted I call her Dana and tell her everything. Like we were friends. She was actually really cool—I’m sure that’s the exact image she wished to project. But that was when I learned the consequences of lying that had nothing to do with hellfire and brimstone. Once you started, you had to continue, on and on and on into infinity. Now that there was an official case file out there saying that Therese gave me a bruise once—that meant Therese gave me a bruise. Everything I told Dana had to be weighed carefully against that information, to make sure nothing contradicted it or cast it into doubt.

My problems in those days came not so much from Therese as from the teenagers at my new school. Sure, the bullying no longer reached such extremes as before, I wasn’t spat on anymore or considered to be contaminated. In the new school district, there was no one to remember the plain-bread lunches. But even with money for the cafeteria, I struggled to get my peers to accept me. At thirteen years old, cliques were forming, and I was a new girl and altogether unremarkable. I might not have been mocked anymore but I was quietly excluded, and disregarded.

I had my eye on a clique in particular, led by a girl named Sophie who had everything a thirteen-year-old girl could want. For weeks, she interacted with her group of loyal vassals while I went mad with envy. Like the others, she didn’t so much bully me as ignore me, regarding me as an interchangeable piece of the backdrop—one of many extras in what she, like a lot of prettier-than-average girls her age, regarded as the Sophie Show. And I was determined to be more than that.

By then, I thought I knew my worth: my too-big, slightly crooked front teeth and mothlike, washed-out coloring disqualified me from being considered beautiful. Which left me one other avenue toward conquering Sophie’s heart. One day, I snuck into Therese’s purse and retrieved a handful of twenties from her wallet. The next day, my heart hammering, I approached my idol and suggested we hit the makeup aisle at the nearby drugstore during lunch. I bought Sophie lip glosses, eye shadow, and some kind of special crazy-expensive mascara and handed over all the cash without so much as flinching. That day had to be the best of my life because I was allowed to sit with her and her friends. Sure, they talked over my head like I wasn’t there, except I was there, and nothing could take that away.

Until the next day, that is, when Sophie went back to acting like I didn’t exist and rebuffed my attempts to join her and her clique with open mockery. She was wearing the mascara. It made her lashes look like fuzzy spider legs.

Therese noticed the missing money, of course. She confronted me that same day when I got back from school, bewildered and discouraged.

“I know you took it,” Therese said, in a deceptively calm voice she only used when she was three seconds away from exploding. “Just tell me what you spent it on, and you won’t get in trouble.”

I knew that to be less than true so I just kept my mouth shut.

“What did you spend it on, you little fiend? Was it drugs?” She grabbed me by the sleeve and pulled me toward her, yanking me so hard that I lost my balance and dropped to my knees. The impact made us both flinch. I looked up at her; she looked down at me.

“Let go of me,” I said calmly. “Or else.”

“Or else what?”

“Or else, I’ll call Dana and tell her you hit me again.”

And then I saw that look in her eyes. The look that meant I had won forever. She was disturbed and powerless and even frightened. She let go of my sleeve. I got up and went to my room.

“You’re cursed,” I heard her say softly to my back as I walked away. “That’s what you are. You’re a curse.”

And yet, I’ll have everything I want, I thought, seething. Just watch me.

Needless to say, Scott doesn’t know about any of it. And not because I think he’d judge me. On the contrary, he’d be horrified if I told him about the old church days, about the place where I grew up. But I don’t want him to think of me like that.

As for Therese, he met her precisely once, and that was enough for him to agree that she shouldn’t be invited to our wedding. I now go visit her twice a year, and that’s more than enough. I’m actually a couple months overdue but it’s the last thing on my mind.

My second experience with a shrink was right after the home invasion. I only lasted the five appointments recommended to prevent PTSD, and even then, I have no idea if it helped or not.

But contrary to what I told Scott, I didn’t quit because I didn’t think she was good enough. Quite the opposite. I quit because I felt like she was a bit too good. Eerily so. By the second appointment, she teased out of me the full story of my childhood, which I happily spilled. Including the crucial lie I told that time, a long time ago.

Maybe in the heat of the moment, it seemed to me that it didn’t matter anymore, after so long. She sure made it sound that way. Children lie, she said matter-of-factly. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. But as soon as the door of the shrink’s office closed after me that afternoon, I was seized by a deep-seated malaise, stricken by the feeling that I had made a terrible mistake. I cruised through the remaining three sessions, always on high alert and very self-aware, and then I was done so I never came back.

From the outside, the office of Dr. Stockman fits into the neighborhood seamlessly, a sleek chrome-and-glass building. In the lobby, it houses a coffee shop, and the neighbors are a bakery and a flower shop. Taryn spots the cakes in the window display and, of course, immediately points her finger. “Want!”

I glance at Scott in alarm. If she decides to have another meltdown in the middle of the street, I’m officially at a loss for what to do. But he scoops her up playfully and spins her, and she forgets about the cakes. A little too quickly, I’d say, and I’m seized by a momentary feeling of jealousy that makes me ashamed.

Maybe I can bring that up with Dr. Stockman too.

We go up a small flight of stairs to the second floor, and as soon as we go through the discreet door with the silver plaque reading ALICE STOCKMAN PHD, it’s like we’re in a different world.

Everything here is cozy and old-timey. There’s a hardwood floor that looks appropriately worn—they must have brought it in from somewhere else because five years or however long this place existed isn’t long enough for this degree of wear and tear. There’s the requisite Impressionist art print on the wall in a simple frame. The armchairs are vintage, and there’s a throw rug and a coffee table piled with actual books.

Dr. Alice Stockman, whom I recognize at once because she looks exactly like the photo on the website, comes out to greet us herself. No assistants or receptionists or any other background characters to make us, the patients, extra nervous about who else has access to everything that’s wrong with us. The woman greets us warmly but without excess, and addresses Taryn with the same collected calm. No baby talk, no squatting to be at her level. Dr. Stockman inclines her head. “And you must be Taryn. Look, Taryn, we have a wonderful playroom here, filled with all kinds of interesting toys. Do you want to check it out?”

At the prospect of toys, Taryn, who’s returned to sulking, perks up again. She follows Dr. Stockman to one of the two doors with nary a backward glance at me, her mother. I follow on their heels, feeling rather unwelcome.

Dr. Stockman opens the door to a playroom that’s right out of my own childhood. Well, not so much mine but one that someone my age or a little older might have had. There are toys, all right: old-school wooden blocks and puzzles, a toy pony, a castle, stuffed animals that belong in my own childhood, if not my mother’s. None of the sleek, techy educational toys like they have at the day care, and not a screen in sight.

Taryn will have a fit, I think, and brace myself for the inevitability. But, to my surprise, Taryn’s eyes widen in sheer wonderment, and she throws herself at the toys with a shriek of joy.

I look, incredulous, from her to Dr. Stockman. The woman gives a reserved smile. “It’s something new,” she says in a low voice. “It’s always interesting for them to discover things they’ve never seen before.”

Indeed. I feel a bit ashamed to admit she’s right. Lately, Taryn pretty much only plays on her tablet.

“We’re not leaving her here all alone, are we?” I ask. “You see, she had a little behavior issue the other day—”

“We’ll get to all of that,” Dr. Stockman says. “And of course we’re not leaving her completely alone.”

I follow her gaze and notice a mirror on the wall. A little too high to be at a toddler’s face level. “Oh,” I say. I expected a camera or something—something more sophisticated than a simple one-way mirror.

“Sometimes simple is best,” says Dr. Stockman as she guides us into her office. It makes me like her. Then it makes





Chapter 18

This Saturday, I meet up with Anna for brunch.

Something so normal feels like an incredible accomplishment. When was the last time I met a friend for a meal? It had to be almost two years ago, way before the home invasion. Although, come to think of it, it has to be even longer than that. Before the renovations started. Before the black mood of failure and disappointment engulfed me like quicksand.

Not that I can call Anna Finch anything close to a friend. Sure, she was friendly enough when she came by. But the incident with the collision is still fresh in my mind, and I can’t help but think it must be fresh in her mind as well. She can’t be that quick to forgive and forget.

But when she sent me the invitation, Scott happened to be in the room, and he thought it would be good for me. So I accepted, more for his sake than because I genuinely wanted to go out. Or to meet her.

Venture is a little world unto itself, complete with a mall and restaurants and a fashionable Central Boulevard lined with cafés and exorbitantly expensive high-end boutiques. They never seem to be crowded but someone must shop there to make it worthwhile to keep them open. Maybe it’s that optimization the brochures kept bragging about. The businesses are actually flush with customers, yet you never have to stand in line by the fitting room or wait for a table at a restaurant.

Central Boulevard is lined with lush trees—one has to wonder how they got so big in only five years or whether they were brought in that size to begin with. The flower beds overflow with blooms. The terrace of the brunch place is shrouded in aromatic wisteria to the point where it has an otherworldly, fairy tale vibe. Could the flowers be masterful replicas or maybe even some clever GMOs? I pause at the entrance, pretending to study the retro-style menu on a chalkboard, and discreetly feel the closest branch with my fingertips. Definitely not plastic.

When I look up, Anna is already waving at me from a table in a corner. It’s not necessary. The phone in my pocket buzzes, and when I take it out, all the info I need flashes on the screen. My brunch with Anna E. Finch, at 12:30, is now, and my seat is at table B7. No need for a hostess to seat me or give us menus as those upload automatically as soon as we sit down.

Glancing around, I conclude that it must be optimization. There are just enough busy tables to make it feel cozy and comfortable but not so many that it’s noisy and annoying. The tables next to ours are empty but there’s a group of four two tables away. They’re poking busily at their phone screens without talking to each other, probably choosing what they’re going to eat. They all wear dresses and heels, and I can’t help but feel like I stick out. I showed up in jeans and a blouse, with almost no makeup. Anna, in contrast, is wearing a beautiful silk sundress, her hair up in a French twist. When she picks up her phone to look at the menu, I notice her skinny gold bracelet and a manicure so fresh it looks like it could still smudge. Self-conscious, I pick at my own bare nails, feeling even more like a loser.

Not that I could compete with her or the women at the other table. It’s not just that their appearance practically breathes money. They’re also classically beautiful in a way I never managed to be. It’s subtle. There’s nothing about me you could point your finger at, nothing overtly hideous, but a subtle asymmetry of features. Legs just a touch too short, nose too long, eyes too close together. And I’m not going to lie, a cute outfit and shiny nail polish definitely wouldn’t hurt right now.

A waiter appears and brings a tray of drinks to the other table. I point the phone camera and the name of the libation pops up on the menu at once. Strawberry peach mimosa, low sugar.

“Should we get those?” Anna is saying. I nod distractedly as she taps at her screen, putting in the order. However, the charge doesn’t show up on my phone.

“Don’t mention it,” she says, tapping and swiping away. “I invited you so it’s my treat.”

This is it, I realize. This is why these places, this Central Boulevard, never felt quite right to me. It’s not my first time here—I’ve gone out on brief shopping jaunts, gotten coffee, went out to a restaurant with Scott a couple of times, and it was nice. Comfortable. But I’ve never felt like I looked forward to returning. Now I know why. They replicated some romantic destination down to a T—beautiful architecture, trees and flowers, inviting terraces. They forgot one aspect: normal human interaction. Everything is done through the phone, and so no one has any reason to look up from their screens to look at each other.

As Scott said the other day, what can I do? It’s the future. No point complaining about it.

“This place is great,” Anna says. “It’s where I go with, you know. My real-life friends. When they come down here.”

She’s smirking conspiratorially but I can’t shake the odd feeling. She makes it sound like we’re not in the most prosperous neighborhood in town but in some insane asylum.

“And what do your real-life friends think about it?” I ask, not meaning anything duplicitous.

She chuckles and raises her carefully filled-in eyebrows. “They think I live in Big Brother’s lap. But they don’t get it.”

“Probably just jealous,” I say automatically.

“No,” she says, frowning. “Not jealous. Not everyone gets it. I think it’s cool that you go to a place and they remember your order exactly how you like it, every time. Or that I never have to look for parking. Or that the grocery store never runs out of Basque blue cheese and black heirloom tomatoes, even when you do your shopping late on Sunday night. And what do I have to give in return? I have nothing to hide.”

“Not everybody is against it because they have something to hide,” I say.

She scoffs. “Sure. They just think they might have something to hide, in the future. Well, I don’t do anything illegal, and I don’t plan to anytime soon. So I’ll have my comforts if nobody minds. Right?”

Perfect timing—the waiter arrives with our mimosas, which he sets down on the table with a flourish. Then, wordlessly, he disappears. No Would you like something else? No Have you made your selection? No need to ask us how we’re enjoying our order either—the rating system is built in. This small talk isn’t necessary anymore. Isn’t it great?

“There are still some situations where I’d like at least a little privacy,” I say sotto voce. She’s already turned her attention back to her phone, choosing her meal. I can see the wheels turning beneath her perfect smooth forehead: egg white omelet, or treat herself and go for the yolks?

“Like what?” she asks without looking up.

“Medical records, for instance.”

“Those are already private, Cecelia.” She sips on her mimosa, and, reminded, I pick up mine. It’s not bad at all. Fizzy. The fruit part tastes real too. Real like the wisteria? “Didn’t you read what you signed?”

“Of course I did!” I say, a little offended.

“So many people don’t. I’m a lawyer. I’m all too familiar with it.” She takes another sip and rolls her eyes. “And on that point, I agree with you. People take these things too lightly. It’s not an iPhone user agreement, you know? It’s your life. But as a lawyer, let me tell you, it’s a good contract. And you’re always allowed to negotiate if there’s something you just can’t concede.”

Really now. No one told us we could negotiate. We were given the agreement to go over, to show our lawyers if we wanted, to think on. Then we could sign it or not. No other option given.

“And mental health?” I blurt.

“Same thing. Nothing to worry about. If you totally don’t trust them, just find a doctor in another area. But if you ask me, Dr. Stockman is the best. And she takes her patients’ privacy very seriously.”

I sit up straight. I could swear I’m turning pink. “Dr. Stockman?”

“Yes, she has a private clinic up on Rosehill Boulevard. I go there, and my husband does. It’s been a joy.”

I’m taken aback at such directness. Maybe she’s from a different world but it still seems unusual to me to brazenly declare that you go to a shrink. Maybe I’m just old-fashioned, steeped in an outdated stigma.

As if she can hear my thoughts, Anna giggles. “No shame whatsoever. Half the neighborhood goes to her. Everyone I know does. If you don’t already, you should.”

“Wow” is all I manage to say.

“What? It’s not that special.”

“Not at all. It’s just, for the happiest town on the face of the earth, we all sure have a lot of issues.”

“Not necessarily issues,” she says. “Just maintenance. Do you only go to the dentist when you’re about to lose your last tooth?”

She’s right, I guess. But at the same time, I detect a kind of defensiveness in her words, in her tone. I must have hit a nerve.

“It’s just—I’m not sure I can trust her,” I say. “With that old-school tape recorder thingy of hers.”

I don’t realize my slipup until a smile illuminates Anna’s face, as if to say Gotcha, at last. But, seeing me blush, she rushes to reassure me.

“Oh no, don’t be embarrassed. So you go to Dr. Stockman. Good for you. And I assure you, you can trust her. She’s probably the only person in this whole damn town you can truly trust.”

My eyebrows rise, which makes Anna grin more broadly. “Well, honey, I’m a lawyer after all, what do you expect? I trust no one. But it’s an excellent decision to go to Dr. Stockman. You won’t regret it. Especially after what you’ve been through.”

I’m stricken mute. I sit there, my palms and armpits suddenly swampy, my mouth dry and spine rigid. All of a sudden I feel watched. No, not just watched—seen.

“You’re Cecelia Holmes,” she says with a little frown, making a subtle inflection at the end of the phrase as though asking me to confirm. “You’re that woman I read about in the paper. The one who killed the man who broke into her house?”
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