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 May 20, 2061

Before I left Eden, Elaine warned me to be careful. She said I have a lot of water in my personality and it’s a gift, but it’s also a challenge to control. You can’t tie water down. Water can be difficult to love too, because it moves around anything trying to contain it. It can overflow its banks and lose its sense of home. She told me to use my water to my advantage, but to be aware of what I can destroy. She said not all obstacles are meant to slow me down or block my path. They’re simply there to redirect me.

Here’s the advantage of being water: It’s forgiving and ever-changing and unpredictable and strong-willed. It’s stronger than rock; it can wear it down or move it or break it, or slowly seep through the surface. It can flow around anything and through anything or under or on top. It can change into so many forms. It can be so calm it’s invisible, so wild it’s uncontainable. It can smother fire with one spray.

But here is the weakness: People with water are susceptible to drought. We can run dry, and when we do, we shrink, until something replenishes us. We rely on others. We need love and support. When we’re not fed, we become a bit calloused and cracked, like dry skin. We wither, we wrinkle, and we can disappear inside ruts, until we flow again.

People are like their own ecosystems, little planets made up of islands and climates and forecasts. Some of us carry jagged mountain peaks, and some of us carry lakes. It makes me think about other elements, how we all carry something inside of us. I think Justin is made of so much fire, that he is so inspiring and reckless and impressionable and creative. My dad is made mostly of earth—tough, impenetrable, stubborn, and inflexible. My mom and Clare are light like air, always trying to see the best in others, always stirring things when they walk into the room, trying to bring people together and accept every perspective.

Once we know our elements we know our strengths, but that is nothing compared with our weaknesses. Our strengths define us, but our weaknesses limit us. It’s a constant tug of war in ourselves.

But you need all of these elements in order to live. You can’t cut off the earth and wind in your life, just because their movements conflict with yours—that wouldn’t sustain anything for very long. They’re all necessary. The trick is to figure out a way for all of them to combine. I need earth and air in my life in order to be happy. At least, in order to be whole.

That’s why I’m ready to make this decision.

There’s only one problem. I didn’t get to talk to Justin and explain that I’m not choosing my family over him. I know where I’m headed; I’m just making my own travel plans instead of being handed the directions. I hope he understands.


 Chapter One

“Home, sweet digital home,” I said as Scott’s car exited the highway when we hit signs for Corvallis. Dark gray clouds gathered in masses above us, competing with patches of blue sky where the sun shot through. I looked up at the sky and felt like my future was as ambiguous as the clouds, constantly changing formation, impossible to nail down. Just when I think I can pinpoint a shape or direction, the wind switches course, always to leave me staring up at the clouds wondering what I see.

“You’re the one that wanted to come back here,” Scott reminded me, his tone sharp. “Was the detention center not enough torture for six months?”

I looked out the window and focused on the blue sky, even as fat raindrops hit the windshield. We stopped for a train, the only other movement on the barren street. We had driven for hours with hardly any conversation, and I was tired of trying to avoid the tension that was brewing.

“Scott, let’s play a game called brutal honesty. I prefer it to the silent treatment.” I grinned at him, but his jaw was set tight. “You go first,” I nudged.

His hands were tight on the steering wheel as he turned a corner. We passed through a neighborhood so quiet that even the trees looked like they were sleeping, their green leaves as still as a photograph.

“Sorry I’m a little annoyed you’re choosing your dad over us,” he said. “We’ve helped you out for the last six months, and now you’re bailing on us. And you didn’t tell anyone back in Eden what you’re doing. It’s like you’re running away.”

I chewed on my fingernail and took a long breath. I tried to keep my voice light. “I didn’t want people to try and stop me,” I said simply, and the car accelerated. I closed my eyes and embraced that feeling, how the tires collided with the road when we moved, how friction needs to be there to propel anything forward. That’s what I was about to become—the friction in my family.

“I get it—you’re going behind enemy lines. Good for you. But you don’t need to prove yourself anymore.”

“That’s not why I’m doing this,” I said.

“Then why are you, exactly?” he asked, turning onto my street. My shoulders tensed and my knees instinctively moved away from the door, as if the car were my shell and I was slowly receding inside.

I studied Scott’s profile, his black glasses sliding down his nose and his black hair gelled into hard spikes on top of his head. “I don’t want my family to be the enemy lines. I can’t accept that. I need to figure out what’s going on with my dad, and he’s not going to tell me through a screen. He wants to play a game, so I’m going to suit up.”

“Your dad is a world-class manipulator. What if he forces you to join his side?”

I looked down at the bird tattooed on the inside of my wrist. “If a detention center couldn’t break me, I don’t think we have to worry about my dad,” I pointed out, and Scott couldn’t argue.

“How do you plan on getting in touch with Justin?”

Good question. I tapped my foot on the floor. “Justin will find me,” I said. “He’ll figure it out.”

“Not when it looks like you’re turning on us. Did you even talk to him about this?”

“I don’t need his permission. He’d support me either way. That’s what friends do,” I hinted.

“Not if they think you’re making a stupid decision.”

Every once in a while I had a technology relapse, where I missed a function from my digital life. Like putting people on mute, or switching them off, or deleting their existence entirely. You hardly ever got annoyed in that life, because you didn’t have to put up with people. You didn’t have to learn patience. If someone said something you didn’t like, you could delete their existence. People became that inconsequential—they were just a funny app or an attractive image you could swap updates with.

You can’t do that in the real world. You need to be more patient and forgiving and accepting of people’s flaws. You can’t be as choosy about your friends. But you also become less selfish, more understanding. Liking people exactly like you isn’t very rewarding. It doesn’t challenge you. My mom used to tell me you should love the people who are hardest to love. I think she was talking about my dad, but you can expand that to people in general.

I shrugged off his comment because I knew Scott looked at life through a narrow lens. You were with him or you were against him. He didn’t understand a middle ground.

He pulled up to the curb and pointed down the street. “My apartment’s two miles from here. You can stay with me and Molly if you want. You can meet with your dad in person but still have some distance.”

I thought about Scott’s offer. Everyone seemed to want to keep me under their supervision.

I shook my head and clutched the door handle. “I don’t want distance,” I said. “Distance is the problem.” I opened the car door and grabbed my duffel bag off the floor. “See you around.”

“Not likely.”

Scott was already gunning the accelerator before I could swing the door shut. I watched with a frown as his car disappeared. When you agree to help one person, you ultimately have to disappoint someone else; it’s like a karmic law. I just had to trust myself. That’s where it needed to start. That’s why I knew Justin would understand.

I blinked down at the turf grass next to the road, so immaculate it looked like footsteps had never grazed its green peaks. I looked past the crest of plastic blades shining in the sun, wet from the short burst of rain, and my eyes traveled slowly up the four front steps, stopping on the black front door of my parents’ house. Doors are supposed to be welcoming. The silver sloping handle shined like it had been polished, twinkling in the sun. But there wasn’t much welcoming about it. It felt like a target I needed to try to hit, and my aim was always off.

You can feel the energy in a place. It has a lightness or heaviness; it presses on you or it lifts you up. A place has its own mood, inviting you in or casting you out. This place felt sad, isolated, even a little regretful. I was afraid that if I stood and listened closely enough, I would hear a low whine seeping through the windows.

I absorbed the quiet sounds of the neighborhood and tried to reinsert myself into this life, like a plug into an outlet. The wind blew through the plastic leaves, a familiar clatter, and trains wheezed in the distance, the electric start and go of breaths. A plane buzzed somewhere in the sky. They were all artificial noises. I waited for something to happen—for a siren or a crash or a shout. Maybe I was waiting for someone to stop me so I’d have an excuse to turn back. But I never chose the easy path. That seemed to be my motto in life.

I had lived here for seventeen years, so why did I feel like such a stranger? It’s an odd feeling to realize you don’t belong where you came from.

I knew that the longer I stood there, the more I’d second-guess myself, which is a waste of time. I learned that once you make a decision, you need to see it through. If you don’t, you’ll lose faith in yourself, and that’s when you’ll let other people make decisions for you. Now I knew better.

I tossed my bag over my shoulder and took my time walking to the front porch, my gray tennis shoes brushing the smooth stone walkway. I searched my heart for an attachment to this place, for memories to pull me in and hold me tight. I waited for the feeling of home to swell up inside me like a reassuring, steady pulse. But I didn’t feel anything, just a wave of detachment. On the front porch, two wicker rocking chairs greeted me beside a small wrought-iron table. On the table stood a flowerpot full of yellow plastic geraniums, pale and motionless, beautiful in a frozen way. Doubt crept her fingers up and down my spine. I looked once more down the street and envisioned Scott’s car. I could still change my mind.

Familiar barks filled the silence. At least someone would welcome me home. I heard footsteps inside, and my mom threw open the front door and stood behind the screen, shocked, her mouth frozen in a circle. She was dressed in a pair of black leggings with a long gray tunic sweater. Her brown hair had light caramel highlights. I had always been impressed that even though my mom hardly ever left the house, she still made it a priority to get dressed every day, to style her hair, even put on the small details of earrings and bracelets. I was happy to see she hadn’t given this up. It made me feel like there was still hope of bringing her closer to my world.

“Maddie,” she said, her voice so light it was almost a laugh.

Baley, our chocolate Lab, scratched at the door, and my mom opened it before the dog tore a hole in the screen. Baley scooted around her and almost knocked me over when she lunged at my stomach with her enormous paws. I knelt down and caught her around the shoulders because I needed to hug somebody. As soon as I stood up, my mom threw her arms around me, almost greedily, as if she’d been starved of physical contact. I leaned against her and she was laughing and it made me laugh but then I heard a choking sound and her back was shaking. I held on while she cried into my shoulder. I felt terrible in that moment, terrible that I’d stayed away for so long, terrible that I went almost a year without her. I couldn’t get that time back, but all my doubts about coming home vanished and made room for solid confidence, so solid that both of us could lean on it.

“I’m glad you’re happy to see me,” I said, and she pulled me away, and even though there were streaks of tears on her face, these narrow canals running down her cheeks, her eyes were shining.

“What are you doing home?” she asked.

“I want to take Dad up on his offer.”

She opened the screen door, and we walked inside. Baley clung to my side, and I nearly tripped over her.

“You’re willing to work with him?” She studied me. “Or are you here to spy on him?” She knew me too well. A door creaked open down the hall.

“I’d like to hear the answer to that myself.” My father’s voice streamed into the room like a cold front pushing over a warm front. His dress shoes tapped against the laminate floors, and he appeared in the foyer. He looked more skeptical than relieved to see me, but he still smiled.

“You never informed me you were coming home,” he said.

Nice greeting, I thought. “Sorry,” I said. “I figured it was a standing invitation, or did I need you to sign a permission slip first?” I mentally kicked myself. It was too easy to spar with my dad, and anger wouldn’t get us anywhere. I needed to start over with him. I needed to have a clear head.

He ushered us all into the kitchen, and my mom grabbed a couple of mugs out of the cabinet for coffee. He sat down next to me at the table. It was the closest I had been to him in a year, and it made the hair on my arms stand out, my own tiny quills jumping up in protection. I studied his face—it seemed to never age. His high cheekbones arched above his broad mouth, so defined that they looked chiseled. I was so busy looking at him, I didn’t realize he was giving me the same physical critique. He always studied me a little too carefully, like he was looking at me through a magnifying glass for any cracks or imperfections—for something he could fix.

“You put on some weight,” he noted. Normally this isn’t something a girl wants to hear, but in my case it was a compliment. I looked like myself again. I was healthy.

“Elaine fed me really well,” I said. “Did you know we eat three meals a day in Bayview, all together at the table, all homemade?”

“Is that right?”

“Have you had home-cooked food lately?” I asked. “You can actually taste it. There are even grocery stores, here in Corvallis, but most people don’t know they’re out there because local stores can’t compete with online advertising.”

“Maddie—”

My mom shot me a warning look that told me I’d already overstepped my obedient boundary, and I pressed my lips together, but Dad looked like he was enjoying my lecture.

“Thanks for the tip,” he said, and sipped his coffee. I pressed my palms down firmly on the table.

“Dad, you told me if I came home, we could talk. Is this what you call talking?”

He looked at me. “You want to talk about grocery shopping?”

“You agreed that if I came home, we’d work together.” I searched his face for any hesitation. “If that offer doesn’t stand, you need to tell me right now. Don’t waste my time. Are you really willing to work with us?”

My mom stood against the kitchen counter, studying my dad in a way that surprised me; she seemed to be wondering the same thing.

He let out a slow breath and took another sip of coffee. I sat back in my chair. Okay, so maybe I could give my dad five minutes to accept that I was home before I assaulted him with ultimatums.

“I came home because you’re my family,” I told them. “I don’t want to build a wall and have to live in one world or the other. That’s not an option. That’s not any kind of answer to this.” To my dad I said, “You spend your life building walls.”

“And your gift seems to be scaling them,” he said with a small grin.

I shrugged.

“Have you ended correspondence with your friends?” he asked, and I nodded. “And they won’t be contacting you?”

“I think they’re pretty mad at me right now.”

“And Justin—you’ve ended that as well?”

I swallowed and nodded. Not exactly “ended,” I thought. If he comes looking for me, I can’t really help it. Clare still lived in town, and Scott and Molly. Gabe was moving here as well. My dad couldn’t keep track of my movements if they weren’t online. I just had to believe my friends would come after me. It was part of my gamble.

“I am willing to work with you, Maddie, but first I need to see that you’re serious about this. You’re on a one-week trial.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but my dad was already shaking his head.

“If you pass, we’ll talk.”

I narrowed my eyes and smiled, a fake smile, no teeth. “I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I wasn’t on some kind of probation,” I said, but my dad wasn’t amused. There was too much truth to my words to make it a joke.

“I’m serious, Maddie. No leaving the house unless you’re escorted by me or your mother. No sneaking off.”

My eyes instinctively moved to the kitchen window, and I visually estimated other windows around the house that I could crawl out of. There was a tree outside my bedroom window. I mentally imagined the branches and tried to remember if they formed a ladder. Then I realized I’d never actually climbed a tree. I wondered how bad a fall from a two-story window would be. I wondered if turf grass provided any kind of padding.

My dad read my mind. “Our screens have security latches, so don’t think about crawling out of a window in the middle of the night.”

I started biting my nails. I could turn the sensors off; that wouldn’t be hard.

He smiled again. “And don’t think you can hack your way around the sensors. I just installed a new house security system. Its signal is sent straight to the police. I wouldn’t tamper with it.”

“Is it meant to keep people out, or in?”

A call buzzed on our wall screen, and my dad looked at the incoming number.

“I’ll take that in my office,” he said.

I watched him stand up and leave the room and felt like he had become more distant than ever.

“I have some good news,” my mom broke in. I raised my eyebrows at the wide grin on her face. It gave me hope. They would let me out one night a week?

“You made it home just in time to order a dress.”

My face scrunched. “A dress?”

“For the National Education Benefit. It’s on Friday.”

My eyes widened. The dreaded formal event. The Thompsons. Damon Thompson, who had willingly fed me into the teeth of the detention center, and his arrogant, chauvinistic son, Paul, who was even happier to see me locked up. I shook my head decisively.

“No way,” I said.

“Madeline—” My mom’s tone shifted into her guidance voice, and I cut her off.

“Mom, do you honestly expect me to sit through a benefit parading the gifts of digital school, after what I just experienced?”

She looked down, her face guilty. “I think your father would want you to be there. Believe it or not, he is proud of you.”

I smirked. “Are you sure?” I asked. “I’m not exactly a spokesperson for his program.”

“Well, I’d like you to be there. It would mean a lot to me.”

I thought about this. I considered who else might make an appearance, and the idea of seeing Justin was all the encouragement I needed.

“Fine, but I get to pick out my dress,” I warned her.

 


I sat in my room and unpacked my duffel bag, but nothing I owned fit with my new life. Tennis shoes for running, flip-flops for the beach, sunglasses, a raincoat, tank tops so I could feel the sun on my skin. A paper journal stuffed with pencils and pens. None of these things were necessary in the digital world. I looked at my empty desktop. I thought of Elaine’s desk in Eden, full of mugs crammed with pens, baskets of letters and papers and magazines, spiral notebooks and markers. I set the leather journal on my desk. It looked strange there, the faded red leather juxtaposed against the hard glass desktop that served as a digital keypad.

I already felt lonely. I thought it would take weeks, but it had only taken minutes. I felt the urge to escape pulling at my arms and my legs and my heart.

My life here was one room. It was an extreme cutoff, like running through a wide, open field and then suddenly walking a balance beam. And I’ve never had very good balance. At least now the balance beam didn’t intimidate me. My steps were as solid as ever, like walking in shoes with metal tips. I guess that’s what confidence is, not worrying so much about the steps you take.


 May 21, 2061

I’m thinking about myself this week. Feeling sorry for myself. I’m heavy with me. What’s the point of thinking about me, really? Where will it get me, other than stuck, alone, centered on myself, which only makes me feel too huge to handle?

So instead of sitting around dwelling on this tiny island of me, I’m going to spread myself larger and concentrate on things around me, and then I’ll become smaller. I become irrelevant and then I stop suffocating.

I remember, when I was young, my mom gave me a book called About Me. It’s a two-hundred-page interview of yourself. But what’s the point? Why be so self-indulgent? Why not interview someone else? Why not learn two hundred pages about something other than yourself? Why do we get so fixated on ourselves? Where does that lead us, other than in circles? The happiest people aren’t necessarily the most successful, or the most popular, or the most talented. They’re the ones who are interested in the people around them.

I miss him right now.

I realize I don’t need him to feel whole. I’ve found that place now. I don’t need him to feel complete or confident or self-assured. I’ve found that person already. But I still need him in another way. In the same way water needs a shoreline—even if it recedes, it still needs a place to come back to. In the same way migrating animals still need a destination, and dust always needs a place to settle. It’s the same way things are pulled to other things, instinctively. I still need him in that way. I would still be receding, still be unsettled, still be wandering a little in the sky, without him.


 Chapter Two

It was cloudy outside and the air was balmy and humid, carried in on an east wind. I went outside to our backyard with Baley for the first time since I’d been home and that’s when I noticed rosebushes had been planted along a gravel path that snaked in a loop around our yard. Their colorful blooms bordered both sides of the trail, like a rainbow fence full of blossoms. I inhaled a deep breath through my nose, and I could smell the sweet perfume and the soapy aroma of the petals. My mom stood on the deck, next to a green umbrella shading a patio dining table we had never used.

“You planted flowers?” I asked, as if I might have dreamed up the image.

“It was your father’s idea,” she said.

I nearly tripped over my feet when she said this. I looked back at her.

“Dad wanted to plant these?”

“Well, I was complaining to him about how much I missed gardening.” She walked down the patio stairs onto the path. “When you and Joe were little, I spent hours outside planting while the two of you played. It’s how we spent most of our afternoons, before M28. Your father surprised me with these on my birthday,” she said, and smiled slowly, like she had to force the gesture. I walked over to the rosebush closest to the porch steps and leaned over to examine the salmon-pink blossoms. They were strangely perfect.

“Don’t touch that one,” my dad’s voice rang out. “Not that one, Madeline. It hasn’t been stapled down yet.”

My hand stopped a few inches short of the petals. My fingers turned in. My smile died.

I looked up and saw my dad standing in the doorway. “Stapled?” I asked.

“They’re fake, Maddie, obviously,” my mom said, as if there were no other options. “Nothing natural looks this perfect.”

I looked back at the flowers. I was so sick of fake. I wanted to unfake everyone and everything.

“Do you like them?” I asked her. I needed her to say no.

She shrugged, and glanced at my father. “At first I was a little disappointed,” she admitted, “but it’s so easy to get used to. You don’t have to prune them or fertilize them. You don’t have to cut off their blossoms after they die. You just spray them every month with the scent can, and they smell like this year-round.” She cupped a plastic flower in her hand. “Now I can’t imagine all the work it would take to actually maintain real roses. The planting part is easy, but it’s having to take care of them every day that becomes a nuisance,” she said.

I looked at her and wondered if these were her honest words, or my father’s, or maybe from the instructional setup video that came with the plastic plants. But that was our culture. We wanted to plant things, but we didn’t want to maintain them. We wanted the beauty but didn’t want to put time and effort into things. I wondered how we had come to look at joy as a chore. I wondered why using our hands and our time to create things had become such an inconvenience.

Justin was right. The detention center had given me new eyes. I was seeing the world in a completely different way, seeing how technological and artificial we had become. I had always sensed it, my whole life, but it’s hard to know if something is off when that’s all you know. It’s like living in a constant winter—you never understand the comfort of shedding your layers, of living light. But now I understood.

I wasn’t rebellious. Maybe I was just more human than the average person.

I remembered planting flowers with Elaine, how wonderful it felt to use my hands. It eased my mind. It made negative thoughts slip away and more sunlight filter in. It made me feel awake, mindful, and in the moment. You need to put love into something in order for it to grow. Maybe that’s why this house felt so sad to me.

“Be careful out here, Maddie,” my dad said. He was talking about the garden, but I knew his warning was about life in general. I had a habit of tearing up anything that was too constricting.

“I need to start getting ready for the benefit,” I said, and headed for the door. I brushed my hands against the roses’ thorns as I passed. They were plastic and soft and weakly grazed my skin.

 


I opened the door of my bedroom with a wide smile and carefully maneuvered down the plush-carpeted hallway, four inches taller in my black, clunky platform heels. My long, leopard-print dress nearly grazed the floor. It was fitted, showing off the curves I was finally getting back. Black lace and sequins trimmed the chest, connected to thin spaghetti straps. A black leather cuff clung to one of my wrists.

Usually my hair was tied up for this event, in a conservative braid or twist. But tonight it was loose. It fell long down my back. That’s what caught my parents’ attention as they waited for me at the bottom of the stairs.

“Madeline Rose Freeman!” my mom exclaimed. “What did you do to your hair?”

I ran my hands through pink streaks of highlights and smiled.

“I hope that’s a wig!” she gasped.

I pretended to be hurt. “You said pink is my best color.”

She raised her hands above her head like she was praying for a new daughter. “Pink? You dyed your hair pink? I told you that you couldn’t dye your hair,” she said.

“Until I was eighteen,” I corrected her.

My dad didn’t look angry, which was surprising. He was fighting a grin. My parents stood in their usual formal outfits for the event: my father in a black tuxedo and my mom in a long-sleeved cream-colored dress that cinched at the waist and flared out at her ankles.

“Couldn’t you have done that after the benefit?” Mom asked.

I pointed out it wasn’t completely pink, just pink highlights. I had ordered the ten-minute dye kit online, and it had arrived today, just in time. Rebellion brought to me in twenty-four hours by glamordye.com. High-five technology.

“What on earth are you wearing?” she asked.

I looked down at my dress and smiled. I think the design is called Suck It, Digital School.

“Leopard print,” I said.

“Well, you can turn right around and change,” my mom insisted, and spun her finger in a circle. I held my ground.

“I don’t have anything else to wear,” I said. “I’m still a size smaller than all my clothes.”

“Never mind, we’re already late,” my dad said. “Just put this on.” He handed me a long black dress coat, which I accepted. It covered most of my outfit, but it only made my bright hair stand out like a fire at night. Tonight, that was my plan. It had taken me eighteen years to understand I wasn’t invisible.

I followed my parents outside, and my mom critiqued my feet.

“Madeline, those shoes are not appropriate either. Too loud.”

Water adhered to the black driveway pavement and shined under the streetlights like silver puddles. Two men dressed in black suits waited at the open limo doors to escort us to the event. My shoes thudded hard against the ground and made me so tall I had to fold my body in half to get inside the limo.

We headed downtown to the annual National Education Benefit. When we arrived at the front of the colonial Stratford House, we were met by an usher. I noticed there were fewer paparazzi than usual. Normally a trail of reporters lined the red carpet on either side, a living wall five people deep. This year there was just a smattering of reporters roaming around the open area, which was encased in a fence of gold ribbon for the event. The two escorts opened the limo doors, and my father was the first one out of the car. The cameras immediately caught him. I ducked out of the limo and kept my eyes on the white marble steps ahead.

I didn’t stop to have my picture taken with my parents, which I had obediently done every year. I walked away, unbuttoned my coat, and shrugged it off. Instantly the cameras started to turn. People ignored my dad, and a curtain of blinking lights followed me down the red carpet. I smiled for the cameras. I waved. I even stopped once and blew a kiss for a photographer, a sultry kiss where I puckered my lips together and paused with my hand held out toward him. People whistled and the digital billboards broadcasting the event switched from my father to me. I was on national television. I turned and waved to the audience before I headed for the stairs. Two tall men in elegant white suits held the front doors open for me, and their eyes took in my hair and outfit with stunned surprise. The wind blew my hair back, and I strutted through the door—the first time I’d ever walked inside this building smiling.

I checked my coat in the lobby, raised my shoulders, and tossed my hair back. Guests loitered on velvet seats and couches in the spacious entry room, staring into handheld screens. It reminded me of old-fashioned smoking parlors in movies, where people would flee to spend time with their addictions. My parents found me, and my dad’s hand pressed against my back as if he thought he needed to push me into the ballroom. When we walked in, people stared at my hair, my lipstick that was too bright, the heavy liner that outlined my green eyes like a cat’s. I could hear people leaning in to criticize me, to judge me. Fingers pointed. I tried not to let it bother me. The moment you open yourself up is the moment you’re scrutinized. Humans love to judge one another. No wonder so many of us preferred being behind a screen.

All of the negative attention made my steps shaky. Annoying my dad was one thing; taking on the world was another.

The party was smaller this year. I could remember when thousands of people turned out for this event. Now the benefit was lucky to pull in a few hundred. I knew it wasn’t because the supporters of DS were dwindling; it was because face-to-face interaction was becoming so rare, it made people uncomfortable. This year the giant wall screens were set to mirrors and reflected the room to make it look like more people were in attendance. Tables were larger than normal to try to hide the lower numbers, but they still took up barely half of the room. The rest was empty space. So much of our world was turning into empty space. I watched people sit stiffly, a little robotic, not touching, not knowing how to use their senses, not understanding how to be in the moment. I looked around the room for a couple who were touching each other, who were engaged with each other. I couldn’t locate a single one. Everyone was staring into a screen attached to android hands.

I looked into the back corner of the ballroom, where I had seen Justin a year earlier. I knew he could get in tonight, if he wanted to. He knew I would be here. I looked for Riley, Jake, or Scott and Molly, for any person in the room I could connect with, for anyone who dared to make eye contact with me. So far, everyone looked away, as if meeting my glance would spread a virus.

During the benefit dinner with the Thompsons, I kept my head down and my eyes locked on my plate. I pretended to be fascinated by the thread count of the white cotton tablecloth. Damon discussed a train accident that took him two weeks to clean up, and Paul talked about police academy training, and Becky, guess what, played with her phone the entire time. It lit up on the table every time she had a message, which was constant, like a strobe light. It was distracting.

Paul didn’t tell me I looked pretty this year, because I didn’t. I looked like I was ready to start a riot. I looked like I could tame lions in my sleep. I passed the time by listening, mostly to the strange silence that shouldn’t exist in a room full of people.

I eavesdropped on conversations around the table. Mrs. Thompson was telling my mom how Paul moved out to live at the police station during his training. She let Becky join a movie club that meets face-to-face. My head perked up at this, and I looked at Becky. I saw red flags. And potential. I glanced at my mom, and she looked equally surprised.

“You let Becky go out?” my mom asked.

“There’s an old cinema in town,” Mrs. Thompson said. “It’s the only one open, a single screen that plays old classics. I’m efriends with all the mothers. It’s a nice group of girls.” My mom and I glanced at each other while Mrs. Thompson continued. “I want Becky to get a little bit of interaction, now that Paul’s never home. I read a study that you should expose your child to face-to-face communication once a week. It’s good for social behavior.”

“Statistics show that kids who socialize face-to-face three to six hours a week have higher self-esteem,” Damon reported. “And even healthier immune systems.”

I smiled to myself. Imagine what interacting every day would do.

Mrs. Thompson’s eyes cut quickly to mine. “I’d invite Maddie to join, but . . .”

“I’m not exactly a teen role model,” I finished for her, and moved my glass to the side so a waiter could set down my dinner entrée. Everyone at the table turned to look at me.

“Grounded, as usual, aren’t you?” Mrs. Thompson asked.

I smiled politely and asked my mom to pass the water pitcher. “Actually, I’m not. I came home willingly.”

“After you broke out of jail?” Paul snapped.

I lightly bit my tongue to force myself to pause. “Detention centers aren’t jails, Paul,” I corrected him. “One of these days you’ll find out what’s really going on inside them.” I calmly poured water into my glass and offered to fill up glasses around me. “I can leave here any time I want,” I stated. “I’m choosing to be here.”

That ended the conversation. My mom’s eyes flickered toward mine across the table, her way of saying she was on my side. I concentrated on eating my dinner.

“How was the detention center?” Paul asked a couple of minutes later, with the nerve to smile.

“A blast,” I said, and tugged a piece of bread apart, pretending it was Paul’s head detaching from his body. I pulled my napkin over my lap and didn’t meet his eyes. I looked at his forehead instead, into that small little programmed brain of his. “I met some really amazing people who changed my life, and then we set it free, as you may have heard. So, thank you for the philanthropic opportunity.” I smiled widely.

“You didn’t free anybody,” he said. “It’s just on a lockdown, and the majority of people support those centers. The kids will all have to go back. You think you’re all a bunch of saints changing the world. All you do is cause a little trouble. You get a two-second mention in the news, and you think it’s going to make a difference. But you don’t change anything. You just make a mess for us to clean up.”

I glared at Paul, and his eyes trailed down my outfit.

“You look like a hooker. Where did you get that dress?”

I gritted my teeth. “Your mom loaned it to me.”

I looked away but I heard Paul shift in his seat. I winced, afraid he was going to pull a gun on me.

He leaned so close that I could feel his warm breath on my neck. “Don’t think for a second that I’ve given up on arresting Solvi.”

I took a sip of water from the long-stemmed crystal glass and looked over at him. “I certainly hope not.”

“If Justin ever crosses my path, I have personalized handcuffs waiting for him. I won’t let up, Maddie. And after I arrest Justin, you’re next.”

I looked away. Justin would be honored to hear this. But instead of encouraging the argument, I let it go. I didn’t bother giving Paul the satisfaction of looking annoyed. After all, I had been through enough to know how to beat people mentally. If a psychological mastermind at a detention center couldn’t break me, there was no way Paul could come close. So, I tried not to think. I reminded myself that sometimes the best thing you can do is to stop thinking and be aware. Absorb the now. Sometimes being aware is your greatest weapon. People don’t know how to do it anymore.

Becky excused herself to use the bathroom, and I watched her walk across the expansive floor. I looked around at the quiet atmosphere, masked by loud classical music. I watched people awkwardly try to be human.

After the entrées were taken away, before dessert was served, the emcee climbed the stairs to the stage and addressed the audience. He was old and cupped the microphone in a shaky hand, but his voice came out clear and strong and caught everyone’s attention.

“Tonight we have two important announcements. First, this evening marks the last face-to-face benefit event. To make it more convenient for everyone to attend, we will continue this annual event virtually from now on.”

He paused so the crowd could applaud his announcement. I joined in, clapping my hands loudly and thinking, Too bad there won’t be a DS program to celebrate next year.

“Tonight,” he continued, “we have something special to share with you. Before we hear from Kevin Freeman, the honored designer of DS, we will play a video that celebrates digital school’s great achievements over the last decade. So, here it is: Digital School’s Greatest Hits.”

Fantastic, I thought. As if the evening couldn’t get any worse.

He stepped to the side of the stage, and the lights dimmed overhead. Everyone was quiet as a screen along the entire front wall snapped on. A few seconds went by, and someone in the audience coughed. The screen buzzed and crackled and snapped off. The emcee stood at the edge of the stage and looked around the room with concern. That’s when I knew something was off.

The speakers crackled and the screen turned on again, and I pressed my hand over my mouth with surprise when Clare’s image appeared. She was sitting on a stool, and the background was a gray curtain. Soft light lit the space, like a professional photography studio. Paul heard me shift in my seat and glanced over at me.

Clare smiled and waved at the camera. “Thanks for meeting face-to-face tonight. You all look beautiful, and you smell fantastic.” I pinched my lips between my teeth. People in the audience adjusted themselves in their seats and looked around.

“The DS Dropouts took the liberty of interviewing a few students enrolled in your program. Here are our thoughts. We thought you should know, since this system affects us more than it’s affecting you.”

The image switched to a girl, young, probably in her early teens. Just like Clare, she was shot in front of the gray backdrop.

Am I happy? Well, according to my social sites, I rank in the top eighty-fifth percentile of my peers when it comes to popularity and group involvement. I had eighty thousand social invites this month! I had more than a hundred thousand messages. I don’t have the time to not be happy.

People looked around the room with confused expressions. My dad’s eyes were pointed dead center at me. I looked back at the screen, where another teenage girl was being interviewed.

According to my online dating program, my boyfriend and I are completely in love. We’ve passed eight out of our ten relationship compatibility exams. We scored nine point three out of ten for a match rate. He’s already proposed, but we haven’t met in person yet. I’m waiting for our next exam, which is a DNA study to genetically screen for our kids. There’s no point in meeting face-to-face until we pass all of our exams. I don’t want to get emotionally involved until our numbers score high. What would be the point?

The image switched to a young man, maybe twelve or thirteen years old, still carrying baby fat in his cheeks.

Do I have pets? Yeah, we have a dog. I think.

A couple of people in the audience coughed and cleared their throats. This time the speaker was a girl whose face was sad and serious.

My little brother is two years old. He spends about twelve hours a day online. They’ve made virtual daycare really interactive. He loves it. It’s easier on my parents, because they have so many online communities to get back to.

The polished ballroom floor squeaked against chairs scooting back. My dad was already on his feet, followed by Damon and Paul. People moved around on the stage, probably trying to cut the sound or the feed, but it kept playing and my eyes were mesmerized, my ears embracing each word.

Molly’s image filled the screen:

I blink twenty thousand times a day. That’s the only way to avoid looking at some kind of a screen these days—to close my eyes completely.

The camera zoomed in now, so faces filled the screen and you had to look at their eyes, into the depth of them, until you could see light reflecting back.

The first full face was a young girl’s.

I haven’t experienced violence or unhappiness, but I haven’t experienced love either. There aren’t any roller-coaster rides in this life. It’s really entertaining and convenient and safe, but it’s all pretty flat, like a train that just circles in one predictable loop. I guess that’s the problem. There are never any crashing lows, but there are never any insane highs. It isn’t much of a ride.

Gabe was interviewed next. Seeing him made me homesick, like I was staring at family I hadn’t seen in years.

I want to meet somebody the way my parents did. Face-to-face. They didn’t get to know each other through messages or stalking each other’s profiles. They met in person. They got to know each other in person. That seems so much more exciting to me, and more intimate and mysterious and all the things I guess a relationship should be. I must be pretty old-fashioned. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this, and when I decide to date someone, I’m not going to ask for her number or her online contacts. I’m not going to get to know her through a screen. I’m only going to get to know her in person. I want to work harder to know her. I want her
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