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 May 7, 2060

My mom gave me an old leather-bound journal for my seventeenth birthday. At first the blank pages surprised me, as if the story inside was lost or had slipped out. She explained sometimes the story is supposed to be missing because it's still waiting to be written. Leave it to my mom to give me something from the past to use in the future.

They don't make paper books anymore—it's illegal to chop down real trees. They still grow in some parts of the world, but I've never seen one. Most cities have switched to synthetic trees, and people prefer them to the living ones. Synthetic trees come shipped to your house in any size you want, so you don't have to wait fifteen years for them to grow. Now you shop online and choose your desired size and height, and in days you have a full-grown tree in your yard, cemented into the ground and supported with steel beams anchored into the base. Instant. Simple. No fuss.

Synthetic trees never die. They don't wither in the fall. You don't have a mess of leaves and needles to sweep up. They're fireproof They don't cause allergies. And they're always perfectly green (constantlygreen.com has the best synthetic tree selection, according to my mom). The leaves can fade a little from the sun, but you just spray-paint them green again. During Halloween, people spray-paint the leaves on their trees yellow, orange, and red. It's the colors leaves used to turn before they fell to the ground. My mom said she can remember seeing the fall colors when she was young. She said it was the most beautiful time of the year. It's hard to imagine anything becoming beautiful as it dies. Then again, it's hard to imagine much that Mom insists used to "be. "

 When trees were dying off in fires and overharvested, books were the first to go. These days books are downloaded digitally and you can order any book you want to be uploaded into your Bookbag in seconds, which I convert onto my Zipfeed. It reads the words out loud to me on my computer. Simple. Convenient. I know how to read, of course. We learn it in Digital School 2. I still read my chat messages on my phone. But it was proven that audio learning is a faster way to retain information, according to some Ph.D. researchers who studied rats in a cage. By observing rats they figured out the best way for humans to learn. Some politician thought this theory sounded glamorous, so they changed a law that changed the world. That's why I listen to almost all of my books.

I didn't escape the chore of using my eyes to read. Mom still enforces it. She saved all her old novels and stores them in these wooden cabinets with glass doors called bookshelves. Every year she hands down a few of her favorites to me. I have a collection slowly building in my bedroom. I have to admit, I like the look of them. I also like to escape inside their world, tucked behind their colorful spines. It forces me to fully invest my mind into what I'm doing, not just my ears or my eyes. I think barricading them behind glass is a little obsessive, but Mom says the paper in books will yellow if they're exposed to air. Just like the leaves on the trees that couldn't survive in this world. Hey, if you can't acclimate, you disintegrate. I learned that in Digital School 3.


 So, you can imagine my surprise when my mom gave me a blank book. I rarely see a book with print in it, and now a blank one—what a waste. No wonder we killed all the trees. And I'm supposed to write in this thing. Longhand. It's this form of writing using ink on paper. It's so slow! It makes me laugh watching people do it in old movies. It hasn't been used in twenty years. We learn it in school, but it's simulated on our flipscreens. Only specialty online stores sell ink pens, but leave it to my mom to invest in this historic item. "Madeline, " she told me, "it's good for you to write down your thoughts. It's therapeutic because it forces you to slow down and think about life."

I feel guilty writing on this paper, staining something with words when maybe it's their emptiness, the fact that they're unscathed, that's more interesting than anything I have to say. My life is far from remarkable. Sadly, it's the other extreme. It is predictable. Controlled. Mandated. Paved out for me in a trail I'm forced to follow.

Why should I take the time to write down my thoughts when no one else can even read them? I'm used to millions of people having access to everything about me. I'm used to a fountain of feedback and comments trailing every entry I type, every thought I expose. That makes me feel justified. It shows that people genuinely care about me. It reminds me that I'm real and I exist. Why try to hide it all in a book? Besides, there are no secrets. Sooner or later, the truth always leaks out. That's one thing I've learned in this life.


 Chapter One

I pulled a sweatshirt over my head, and just as I opened my bedroom door, I was distracted by a red light flashing on my computer. I was running late, but the glow of the light caught my attention and held me in place like a net. I programmed my screen to flash different colors depending on who was calling. I knew red could only mean one person. I sat down and tapped the light with my finger and a single white sentence materialized on the screen.

Are you going to be there tonight?

I read Justin's question and bit my lips together. My mind told me to say no. That answer would please my father. He trained me to squeeze my thoughts through a filter so my decisions came out acceptable and obedient. But lately it was making me feel weak, like my mind wasn't really mine anymore, just a program to manipulate. That's why this time, I was tempted to say yes.

I met Justin two months ago on TutorPage—it's a live chatroom for students to get help on homework assignments. We were both stuck on writing a thesis sentence for our literary analysis paper, a requirement in Digital School 4. Since the tutor was being swarmed with questions and Justin and I had the same problem, we figured it out together. I remember him writing the oddest comment that day. He wrote, "Two brains are better than one." It was strange because you can go through all of DS-4 without even looking at another person, let alone working with someone. One of the perks to a digital life is it forces you to be independent.

 Justin and I coordinated to study two days a week together and then he started sending me invites to face-to-face tutor sessions held in downtown Corvallis. When he assured me the groups were small, but could be helpful, I still dreaded the idea of meeting him in public. I'm used to the security of living behind my online profiles and the clip art advertisements I create to define me. I can be whoever I want to be in that world. I can be funny, deep, pensive, eccentric. I can be the best version of myself. Better yet, an exaggeration of the best version of myself. I can make all the right decisions. I can delete my flaws by pressing a button.

In the real world anything can happen. It's like stepping onto an icy surface—you have to adjust your footing or you'll slip and fall. Your movements become rigid and unsure because behind all the fancy gadgets and all that digital armor, you realize you're just flesh and bones.

I stared back at the screen where his words floated patiently and a strange feeling, like a shot of adrenaline, pushed through my blood. I knew I had to meet him tonight. Intuition works closely alongside fate, like they're business partners working together to alter the course of your life.

I spoke my answer out loud and my voice was automatically converted into a digital message.

I decided maybe was the best response, just in case I lost my nerve. I hit send and a second later he responded.

Life is too short to say maybe.

I narrowed my eyes at the screen. Why was he pushing this? Why couldn't he let me be noncommittal and leave me alone about it?


 Why are you going out of your way to meet me? I asked.

Why are you going out of your way to avoid it?

I've been grounded for a while. I hesitated before I hit send. I'd never opened up to Justin about my personal life. We always kept our relationship safe—bobbing just on the surface.

A while? As in a few weeks? he asked.

I laughed, but it came out sounding flat and humorless. Try two and a half years, I thought. I decided he didn't need to know this detail. It's easy to delete the truth when you live behind your own permanent censor.

Something like that, I said.

What did you do?

I have a rebellious streak.

That's a little vague, he said.

I frowned at the screen. I'm not going to dish out my life story to an online stranger.

Then I think it's about time we meet, he said.

I bit my nails when this sentence appeared. I focused on the words. They sounded so simple. But just when I believed something was simple, there was always more lurking underneath.

I'll be there, I said, and hit send before I could change my mind.

I hopped out of the chair, grabbed my soccer cleats, and ran downstairs to the kitchen. Dad glanced at me from the table where he was reading the news on our wall screen. My mom sat next to him, reading a magazine—she insists on having the hard copy, printed on plastic paper. She's the only person I know who complains that computer screens hurt her eyes.

Dad examined the shoes I was holding with disapproval.

"I thought your season was over," he said.

I felt my hands tighten around the shoes and I kept my eyes focused steadily on his. We had the same large, penetrating eyes, the color of swirling gray clouds with flecks of green floating near the pupils. When my dad was angry, his eyes turned as dark as storm clouds just before they erupt into a downpour. He could use his eyes to intimidate, to persuade, or to demand respect. I hadn't mastered those traits; my eyes only seemed to give me away.

 "The league goes year-round," Mom pointed out to him.

He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

"Did we talk about you playing soccer year-round, Maddie? I thought you were just playing fall and winter leagues."

I kept my eyes locked on his. He tried too often to make me duck under his discipline. Baley, our chocolate Lab, wagged her tail next to me and I bent down to scratch her ears.

"The spring league just started," I said. "It's only once a week. I didn't think it was a big deal."

"It's a little expensive," he said.

I tried not to roll my eyes since I knew my dad made more money than ten families would know what to do with, being the director of Digital School, Inc. The curriculum, medium, and content of what I learned—and where and when I learned it—was overseen and instituted by the signature of my father's hand. It was also his power and connections that got me in trouble two and a half years ago and created the constant rift of distrust in our relationship. Half of the time he didn't seem like a father to me, more like security enforcement.

"She's seventeen, Kevin," Mom said. "Didn't we agree to let her socialize more often?" I stared between them and tightened my lips. I hated it when they talked about me like I wasn't standing in the same room, like I'm a piece of clay they have to mold in order to hold a shape.

"I guess you're right," he finally agreed.

I nodded once and thanked him. I raced out the front door and ran down the sidewalk to try and catch the train. The air was warm and the sun was finally making its spring entrance, after a long winter of hibernation. Rays of light peered through the branches above me and painted a splattering of bright and dull colors on the turf grass below. The tower of green leaves crinkled in the breeze as I passed. I met the train just as it pulled to a stop on Hamersley Street. I jumped on and scanned my fingerprint against a tiny screen as the doors beeped shut behind me.

 Erin sat by the window in the back of the compartment. She was watching something on her phone and nodding her head to the music floating out of the speakers.

"Hey," I said, and plopped down in the seat next to her. I took my phone out of my pocket to check a message.

"You almost missed the train," she said without looking up. "That's not like you."

I was distracted by a digital advertisement playing on a screen inside the compartment. A middle-aged man dressed in khaki shorts and a white T-shirt promised me I could transform my entire lawn into a colorful flower garden in five easy steps. I watched him roll out a thick carpeting of plastic grass speckled with fake flowers and staple it into the ground.

"Why were you late?" Erin asked.

"My dad wanted to have a little chat," I said.

She smirked and pressed a few buttons on her keypad. "What now?"

I tapped my foot restlessly against the rubber floor mat. "Oh, he just needs reassurance he's in complete control of every facet of my life."

Erin creased her eyebrows and continued to type. "He doesn't trust you to play soccer?" she asked.

I shrugged. "It's unsupervised, it's liberating," I reminded her. "He hates that."

When the train slowed to our stop, we jumped off and crossed the sidewalk to the turf soccer fields. I heard whistling in the distance and Erin and I looked up to see a small school of black birds soaring overhead. Their small inky bodies formed a moving arrow in the sky, like a kite with no strings attached to reel it back down to the ground. Seeing birds in the city was rare, since all the trees and gardens were synthetic, but once in a while they passed through and I always took it as a sign that something exceptional was about to happen.

 I looked down at the dark outline of a bird tattooed on the inside of my wrist, where the skin is delicate and the veins are thick. I ran my finger along its outstretched wings and smiled. Every time I looked at my tattoo I was reminded of the person I wanted to be. Someone that's free to move. Someone that's too spirited to be caged in.

Erin and I sat down on the grass to stretch. We were the only two players that showed up early for practice every week.

"So, are you meeting Justin tonight?" she asked me with a grin. I frowned to show her, for the tenth time, it was not a date.

"It's just a study group," I reminded her.

Her phone beeped and she started typing a message. "Do you know what he looks like?"

I shook my head and told her we both used face-free chatting. I never revealed my real picture online. Now that I thought about it, most of my contacts (or friends as some people refer to them) didn't even know what I looked like. They saw cartoons, photographs, and clip art images that illustrated the idea of me.

"We never get personal," I told her. "I don't know anything about him except he has trouble writing thesis statements and conclusion paragraphs. He doesn't even know my real name," I added with a grin.

Erin set her phone down and met my eyes for the first time today. "You created a fake profile for a tutor site? Why bother?"


 I shrugged and stretched my legs. "I want privacy," I told her. "My dad's practically a celebrity, but I don't want people to assume just because I'm his daughter I agree with everything he's doing. Besides, I never expected to meet Justin in person. I figured we'd study for a few classes and be done."

She shook her head with amusement. "Does he even know you're a girl?" she asked.

I couldn't help but smile. "I guess we'll find out."


 Chapter Two

I found the classroom for the study group and almost stumbled through the door with surprise at seeing students already inside. I naively assumed Justin and I would be the lone attendees. The room itself looked more like a laboratory than a place to study writing. All the walls were stark white and bare, except for a long screen that hung on the front wall. White tables with beige speckling stretched from one side of the room to the other, and brown upholstered chairs were scattered behind them. The floor was a hard beige tile that squeaked against my shoes as I walked in, to my embarrassment. The room smelled like bleach and cleaning products, or maybe the space was used so infrequently, it just smelled brand-new. I sat down in the back corner of the room so I could watch people without drawing attention.

A girl with blond glittery hair turned back to look at me. I met her eyes and offered her a grin but she turned away without saying anything. A boy sat in the other back corner of the room, distracted by something he was watching on his flipscreen. I glanced at him, but he appeared set on ignoring me, so I assumed he wasn't Justin. The tutor, who looked young, was fussing with the Electric-Board power cords at the front of the room.

 Three girls walked in the door and I observed them with fascination. They dropped their flipscreen bags on the front table and said hi to the tutor. He glanced up and asked them how their papers were coming along. Apparently they had done this before. I twisted a strand of hair around my finger anxiously as I noted how much more time these girls put into their appearance than I did. They wore dark makeup, their heavy eye shadow and black eyeliner visible from where I was sitting. They each had glitter highlights, the latest hairstyle trend that all the celebrities were sporting. My mom thought it looked trashy, so I wasn't allowed to get them, but I thought it looked stupid anyway. Why would I want my head to look like a sparkling disco ball? One of the girls had silver hair with gold glitter highlights. Her head was impossible to ignore—it lit up the room like a comet. I also noticed their bright, colorful scarves that matched their coats, their leather wrist warmers, and their shiny flipscreen covers. I looked down at my outfit. I wore my usual jeans and a boring, long-sleeved brown shirt. I didn't mean to look so drab; I just wasn't used to making a public appearance. I did manage to brush my blond straight hair so it fell long and in one even length past my shoulders, almost to my elbows. I looked invisible next to these girls but I've learned there's safety in blending in.

The tutor, who introduced himself as Mike Fisher, announced we'd be starting in a few minutes. I took out my flipscreen and opened it with a sigh. Where was Justin? This was his idea, and now he doesn't show? I frowned and watched the three girls in front of me giggle over something on their phone screens. One of them glanced over her shoulder and caught my eye. She looked me up and down and smirked at my style, or lack thereof. I rolled my eyes and when I heard footsteps, I glanced up. A boy walked in the door—well, hardly a boy since he looked more like a college student. The three girls' heads also shot up, I noticed, and their chatter abruptly stopped.

 His tall, athletic frame nearly filled up the doorway. He walked in the room with a spring in his step, as if his body contained an overabundance of energy.

"Justin," the tallest, prettiest one said. I felt my stomach kick at the sound of his name and instinctively set my hands on top of it, wondering what just happened.

"You can sit with us," she said, and motioned to an empty chair next to her. I watched their interaction and was impressed she could be so outspoken. Looking at him only made me want to hide underneath the table. I was expecting he'd be some cyber nerd with challenged writing skills. Not a female lust magnet.

"I'm meeting somebody, but thanks," Justin said. Her face fell for a moment but when he smiled at her, his dimples set deep in his face, she beamed back.

My stomach did another flip and I winced at the sensation. It felt like Justin's presence stole the oxygen in the room. I tend to shrink when people look at me, as if my shoulders are sensitive to stares, but he was oblivious to the attention he was generating. He had on a dark baseball cap, pulled low over his forehead, but I could see tufts of dark brown hair spilling out around the edges. He wore faded jeans and a dark gray T-shirt. It made me feel a little better. Those girls might look like peacocks next to me, but from his apparel he didn't seem to care about fashion either.

He looked around the room and his gaze quickly passed over me. I wasn't surprised. In my brown shirt I looked camouflaged with the other chairs. I watched him and observed his expression change. He slowly looked at each face sitting there as if he thought he was in the wrong room. He waved at the other girl sitting by herself and addressed the guy in the back of the room opposite me as Matt. Then he looked at me, this time full in the face. I felt myself blush, but his look wasn't flirtatious. It was unbelieving, as if I shouldn't be sitting there. I bit my bottom lip and my eyes fell down to my flipscreen.

 I kept my eyes on my screen until I heard the chair move next to me and was aware of him sliding into the seat. When I looked over at him, I was met with dark brown eyes that stared straight into mine.

"Hi," I mumbled. It was the standard social greeting so why was he looking at me like I was nuts?

"Alex?" he asked me with disbelief.

"It's Madeline, actually. Alex is just one of my profile names."

He leaned back against the chair and studied me. My eyes flickered to the three girls in the front of the room, blatantly staring at us with their mouths open.

"Madeline," he said finally. I felt my stomach contract again and tried to ignore it. He took his baseball cap off and ran his fingers through a heap of brown messy hair.

"Sorry I'm late. Traffic."

All I could do was stare at him. I felt my face heat up, infuriated he could see it. Meeting people in person makes you vulnerable, which my dad always preaches is a weakness.

"How did you know it was me?" I asked. His eyes took a turn around the room.

"I've seen them all before," he said. "The real world's getting pretty small. I think we're an endangered species." He looked back at me and there was a small grin on his lips, which forced me to stare at them too long.

I jumped when Mike interrupted us to scan our fingerprints. I brushed mine against the small, portable screen he carried, about the size of a cell phone. Justin quickly scanned his finger and turned his attention back to me.


 "Just out of curiosity, why do you go by Alex in your profile?"

I lifted my shoulders and kept my eyes on my flipscreen. "I hardly ever use my real name. I like to keep my identity private."

"Why?" he asked me. It was a simple question, but it felt like an attack.

"Does it really matter?" I asked and my voice came out flat. Out of the hundreds of thousands of people I'd met online, I could count on one hand how many I'd met in person. I could make friends around the world without stepping out my front door. But people stretched themselves so thin, they started to lose shape. On-line we were all equal. Social status wasn't important. Money and looks and jobs and clothes almost become obsolete. So who cares what my real name is? It's just a label, like a particular brand of person. Who cares who sits behind it when we only meet in waves of space?

Justin pursed his lips together as he thought about my question.

"I was expecting a guy, that's all," he said finally.

I noticed his empty hands. "Where's your flipscreen?"

He tapped his index finger against his temple. "It's all in here."

"How are you supposed to do your homework?" I asked with a frown.

He pointed at my computer. "Call me crazy, but I find those things more distracting than helpful. Don't get me wrong, they have their benefits, but if you turned it off once in a while your heart wouldn't stop beating. The world wouldn't cease to exist."

"But you would cease to exist," I pointed out, and he answered me with a look that was so intense it made my heart skip.

"Is that really what you think?" he asked.

"I'm not saying I agree with it," I said. "It's just how life is."

He pulled a small notebook and pen out from his back pocket. He uncapped the pen with his teeth and jotted something down on the thin, plastic-based paper. I stared at his hand with fascination. I thought only my ancient-minded mother attempted longhand.

 He glanced back at me. "I know. I get a lot of crap, okay?"

"I just didn't think anyone wrote longhand anymore," I said. "Except for my mom, who I swear time-travels back to 2010 every other day to pick up lifestyle habits to live by."

He creased his eyebrows and stared back at me for what I felt like was too long. "This is going to be fun" is all he said.

I frowned at his comment, but before I could ask what he meant, Mike began the study session. Justin distracted every brain cell I had, but I was determined not to let him see that. I raised my hand to ask one of the questions I had highlighted from the assignment.

Before Mike called on me, he smiled and asked me what my name was. I lowered my hand slowly and looked around the classroom, taken aback by this. A stranger had never come right out and asked me my name before. It was invading. He didn't need to know my name. This was just a tutor session. I chewed on my fingernail as I contemplated how to respond. I felt eyes turn to look at me, one set of eyes in particular.

"Why do you want to know my name?" I asked, defensively. Mike smiled, which irritated me even more. Was he enjoying making a spectacle out of me?

"It helps if I can say your name when I call on you, that's all," he pointed out. "It's more personal than saying 'Hey you.'"

"Oh," I said, as I made sense of this obvious logic. It was personal, which I wasn't used to.

"Sorry," I said. "My name's Madeline." It felt strange to hear my name out loud. My voice echoed off the walls as if I were speaking into a microphone. I waited for him to glare at me but he just nodded with encouragement.


 "Okay, Madeline," he said, and used the ElectricBoard to answer my question for the class. As he spoke, humiliation flooded through my chest for being so rude. I'm used to the luxury of feeling embarrassed in the privacy of my own home. I wanted to explain myself, to remind everybody this was my first public study group, that I wasn't used to being around people. I turned my head to see Justin watching me.

"What?"

"Is this really the first study group you've ever been to?" he asked, keeping his voice low.

"I've been to a lot of study groups," I said.

"Okay, the first real one? Nondigital?"

I nodded and his eyes fell into an unbelieving stare, like I was lying. As if he already knew me that well.

"My parents limit where I can go online," I said quickly. "A lot of sites are blocked from my computer so I had no way to find these groups."

"That's right," he said with a nod. "You're grounded."

"That's right," I added, and gritted my teeth. "Now that we've announced I'm a juvenile delinquent to the entire room, can we please change the subject?"

I turned away but I could still feel his eyes on me as if they weighed down the air between us.

"We have a lot of work to do," he said.

I shot him a confused stare. What does he mean, we? The tutor started lecturing again, before I could ask him.

Through the rest of the study group I observed Justin out of the corner of my eye. I noticed a few odd things about him. First, he couldn't sit still. He was either tapping his foot, or drumming his fingertips on the table, or chewing on his pen or his nails. If he wasn't fidgeting, he was doodling in his notebook, as if the information being discussed was below him. He raised his hand once to help explain a question even the tutor was having problems articulating. If he was so smart, what was he doing here?

 "You're using the semicolon wrong," he said once, and I shrunk away from him. First, he leaned in way too close to tell me that and I could feel his breath stir my hair. Second, why was he looking over my shoulder? Who was the tutor here?

"I see you bite your nails too," he said another time, and I sat on my hands and tightened my lips.

"So what?" I asked.

"Don't get so defensive. It's not a crime."

"According to my mom it is," I said. I pulled my hands out and frowned at my ragged nail beds. "She tries to force-feed me gum when I do it, but I can't chew gum."

"What?" he asked.

"It's weird. I swallow it right away. This one day, I swallowed four pieces of gum in a single afternoon. I thought I was going to be the first person to die from gum buildup clogging my stomach cavity." I shut my mouth before another word could escape. Why couldn't I be online right now? Definitely would have deleted that one.

Justin stared at me and raised a single eyebrow. I felt my face blush and looked down at my flipscreen to avoid his eyes.

"I think that's the most random thing I've ever heard," he finally said, and his lips turned up at the corners. As if his grin was contagious, I smiled back at him, a genuine smile that I don't think I've worn in months. In that instant I felt something inside of me shift, as though a hollow shell in my chest had cracked open and something warm flooded in. I glanced over at the three girls sitting in front of us. Maybe random is more alluring than glitter this season.

While Mike made his way around the room to answer individual questions, I called Justin out on his own quirky behavior, as he had yet to do a second of work. I leaned toward him, a wave of confidence coming over me.

 "So, why are you really here?" I whispered. "You're not paying any attention to this."

He hesitated for a moment and then leaned toward me and fixed his eyes on mine. I could smell the cotton of his T-shirt, or maybe it was his skin, but it was sweet and strong and I inhaled a deep breath. I forgot people carry a scent, an energy that a computer can't transmit.

"I finished this assignment already," he said. "I don't come here for help. I could lead this if I wanted."

"Then why do you come here?" I whispered back.

Justin looked at me as if the answer was obvious. "To be around people. It's one of the only ways I can."

I creased my eyebrows at him and had to make an effort to whisper. "What? Are you nuts?"

He leaned closer. "I think people are nuts to shut themselves inside all day long. We're cutting ourselves off from each other and it's only going to get worse."

I felt goose bumps rise up on my arms. I grinned at him.

"And you think going to study groups and doodling in your notebook is going to change things?"

Justin smiled back, a plotting smile that held uncountable meanings.

"I have a plan," he said.


 Chapter Three

As Mike wrapped up the study session, I turned off my flipscreen and packed it in my bag. Justin slid his notebook back in his pocket and waited for the other students to clear out. The three girls in the front row walked to the door and the tall, confident one looked back at Justin and waved while her friends glared at me, stupefied.

I wouldn't be invited to join Team Sparkle anytime soon. Bummer.

Justin nodded back at the girls, still making no effort to leave. The last two students filed out and I finally stood up and pulled my bag strap over my shoulder.

"It's been interesting," I said. Justin stood up and pushed his chair back. He towered over me and I felt stunted by his height.

"Not a total loss?" he asked me.

I fidgeted with my bag strap. "I did finish the assignment," I offered, as I tried to downplay the ridiculous crush that was forming and how clearly it must be written on my face.

We walked outside in silence and the brisk night air was a relief compared to the stagnant, sterile air in the office building. I wasn't sure how to do the whole "Nice to meet you, keep in touch" kind of thing. Do we shake hands? Bump fists? Do one of those awkward side hugs? Instead of waiting to make a fool out of myself, I took a step toward the train stop but I felt a tug on my sleeve.

 "I can give you a ride home," he said.

Justin pointed over his shoulder at a dark sports car and I blinked hard as if I was seeing things.

I stared up at the night sky. "Could this day be any more bizarre?" I asked.

"You've never been in a car?"

"You're looking at me like I'm strange. They're practically outlawed."

There's no need for cars these days with all the Amtraks, ZipShuttles, light rails, and subways available. They're permitted on some of the existing freeways and residential streets, but I can go days without seeing one. Even my dad thinks owning a car is out of the question; besides, anything that evokes a sense of freedom is banned from our property. Cars should only be used for emergency or law enforcement.

Justin pulled his baseball cap low over his head and studied me, his eyes shaded under the rim. "I guess this is a lot of new experiences in one day. I don't want to overwhelm you," he said, but there was an edge in his voice, like he was daring me.

I walked around the car, parked like an obedient animal waiting to be unleashed, and studied the side body, the tires with their silver sparkling chrome, the sleek glass windows. It was tempting. I ran my hand along the smooth surface of the roof.

"Why do you have a car?" I asked.

He shrugged. "It's a long story."

I crossed my arms over my chest. "I have time."

He gave me a long stare and I returned it. He opened up the passenger door.


 "Your parents are probably expecting you home," he stated. Before I could argue, Mike called out to us. He waved from the bottom of the steps and jogged across the street.

"You own a Mustang?" he asked when he met us. He rubbed his hand along the sleek rooftop with fascination, just as I had done. He and Justin started talking makes and models and years and they lost me at "eight-cylinder engine." After a thorough discussion of turbochargers, Mike turned and handed me a business card.

"I wanted to give you this," he said. "Chat me anytime if you have questions." I thanked him and tucked the card in my jeans pocket. He turned and headed down the street and Justin motioned for me to get in.

When I slid inside, the first thing I noticed was the smell, a mixture of leather, plastic, and metal filled the air as if the car had been assembled recently and all its components were still airing out. I ran my hand along the tan leather seat. Justin started the car by pressing a button next to the steering wheel and I jumped in my seat when rap music pounded through the speakers.

"Sorry," he said, and turned down the stereo. "Fasten up, all right?" He pointed over my shoulder to where the seat belt was. I stiffened as his eyes, his lips, his profile, came so close to my own.

He pulled away from the curb and I watched one of his hands turn the steering wheel while the other one shifted gears. I was jealous of the freedom he had at his fingertips. Everything I had ever ridden in was controlled by tracks, contained, predictable. ZipShuttles ran off of electric waves and always stayed in their designated lanes. They ran about every five minutes and you could get personal ZipShuttles anytime you wanted. Businesses, like grocery stores and the post office, used them for all of their deliveries. It was so convenient I never imagined traveling another way.

I told Justin where I lived and he shifted gears and kept his eyes on the road.


 "So, why did you really invite me to this tutor session?" I asked him.

"I wanted to meet you in person," he said, and his eyes met mine in the darkness of the car. He turned back to look at the road and I studied his profile while I had the chance. I noticed a small dent in the bridge of his nose and the way his jaw curved and framed his face and lips that made my chest heat up every time I let my eyes linger on them. I turned away so I could think clearly.

"What did you mean when you said ' We have a lot of work to do'?" I asked him.

He shifted gears and we picked up speed. Justin focused straight ahead and I saw his mouth tighten, either out of confusion or hesitation. I decided to elaborate before he could play dumb.

"During the tutor session, when I didn't want to say my name, you said 'We have a lot of work to do.' Who's we?"

"You like to start out complicated," he said.

"What did you think I was going to ask you? What your favorite color is?"

"It's pink," he said with a small grin. He looked over at me and I rolled my eyes. "Okay," he said. "W refers to my friends and me." He paused as if he was editing his answer, being careful not to expose too much. "Let's just say, we don't like the way society's headed and we're trying to rub off on people. Motivate a change."

"What do you want to change, exactly?"

He paused before he answered, his eyes on the road. "Basic life as we know it," he said. "Culture, government, the environment, education. Sitting at home all day in front of an electric device mistaking yourself into thinking you're living and experiencing. You think those are really friends you're making?"

I looked out the window and fought the urge to smile. I wanted to say I agreed with him, that deep down I always felt like DS had gone too far, that it was isolating people. But Justin could express his opinions with no consequences, whereas my past mistakes trained me to behave.

 "Are you telling me I haven't lived?" I asked. "That's pretty harsh."

"No, it's not," he said, and shifted gears again. "How often have you left your house this week?"

"What does that matter? Just because I stay inside doesn't mean I haven't experienced anything. It's the way people live now."

"Does that mean it's right?" he argued. "To be controlled and spoon-fed knowledge and experiences other people have decided is necessary for you? Computers have turned life into a digital world and people are so wrapped up by the convenience of it all that they don't care they're as plugged in as machines."

A line of ZipShuttles whirred past us and a gust of wind shook the car. "Maybe more people agree with you than you think," I said.

"A lot of people agree with me. It's easy to have an opinion. But change only comes when you put your ideas into action." His dark eyes met mine. "Don't you think?"

"Okay, next question. How old are you?"

The corner of his lips turned up.

"You don't look like a teenager," I added.

"What makes you say that?"

"You carry yourself differently. Are you still in DS four?"

He laughed and I watched him closely. His face tightened as he thought about how to answer this. He glanced at the rearview mirror and shook his head.

"No, I'm not in DS four."

"What about college? That takes another two or three years of DS, sometimes longer—"

"I never went."


 I creased my eyebrows. That was ridiculous. Digital college was free—I'd never met a person that passed it up. Justin pushed the boundaries of conventional, which, I had to admit, only made him more intriguing.

"Why didn't you go?"

"Let's just say there's only so much of life that can be taught by pushing a bunch of buttons and looking at a screen." He took a fast turn around the corner and I could feel the car accelerate.

"You haven't answered my question."

"First, I have one for you." His eyes focused on the rearview mirror. "Call me paranoid, but do you think we're being followed?"

I turned around to see headlights in the distance.

"This car has been on my tail since we left downtown," he said.

"Unbelievable," I said, and sighed loudly. "He's tracked me before." Justin raised his eyebrows at my casual tone.

"Who's tracked you?"

"My father," I said plainly. "He must have planted a bug on me before I left the house."

"So, this is common for you?" he asked. He shifted gears and I could hear the engine groan when we accelerated.

I watched the car in my sideview mirror. "It's a little control game he likes to play with me."

"This car's going to follow us all the way back to your house?" Justin asked me. His voice sounded more annoyed than shocked.

"Unless you think you can lose him," I joked. He looked over at me and his eyes lit up. A wide smile broke out on his face.

He suddenly turned a sharp corner and we were met by the bright headlights of a train in our path. Justin switched lanes and zigzagged around a caravan of ZipShuttles. He shifted gears and my body flew back against the seat as we gained speed. I glanced over my shoulder to see headlights close behind us. When I looked back at the road, two blinding train headlights headed straight for us and a horn blared so loud it made the car shake. I squeezed my eyes shut and felt my body jerk as Justin swerved out of the lane, dodging the train at the last second. I tried to catch my breath. "We're driving on a main train route," I pointed out.

 "Trust me, I know what I'm doing," he said, his voice steady. "Except it's going to be hard to lose this guy if you think you're bugged."

I nodded and grabbed the flipscreen out of my bag like he just gave me an order. I turned it on and tried to type but the car was swerving so much I could barely keep my fingers on the keys.

"What are you doing?" he asked over the noise of a train shooting past us.

I pointed at the screen like it was obvious. "Trying to find the bug," I said.

He drove onto an emergency vehicle lane and red and blue lights snapped on. A piercing siren blared to warn pedestrians to get out of the way. Blinking lights rotated dizzyingly and my heart raced as we flew past groups of people, frozen in place and staring with shock at a car using the emergency lane like a highway.

"Why does your dad track you?" Justin demanded over the wail of the sirens.

"We have a trust issue," I shouted back, as if every father/ daughter relationship involves spies and tracking devices. When I found the site I was looking for, I ran a search to detect the signal. My computer scanned the space of Justin's car and in a few seconds, a signal was located. I wrinkled my eyebrows at the screen to discover the bug was in ... my hair?

I ran my fingers through my hair, which fell long and straight. There was nothing in it. Then it all came together, why Mike ran out to talk to us tonight and why he slid his hand along the roof of the car.

 "Huh," I muttered to myself. I opened the window and stretched my arm over the roof until I felt the bug latched to the cold, metal surface. Justin watched me as I pulled my hand back and held out a thin, magnetic chip, about the size of a quarter.

"I think this bug needs to catch a train headed straight for Canada," I said, picturing the heated look on my father's face when he discovered I was fleeing the country. Justin smirked and guessed my thoughts.

"That might not help your trust issues," he pointed out as we swerved down the road. The car bounced and dipped between train tracks and I held on to the dashboard to steady myself. I looked back and the car behind us was still gaining ground. Justin pointed to a grab handle above my window.

"Hold on to that," he said quickly. I grabbed the handle and braced myself. He swerved over two lanes, nearly sideswiping a ZipShuttle. The other car followed and was right behind us again. He whipped the steering wheel and we spun off the road, the tires screeching and kicking up dust, just as a train flew by, blocking off the other car. He hit the brakes and the car squealed to a stop at the edge of the railway. Justin's arm was stretched out in front of me to hold me back in case I flew forward. He dropped his arm and just as I was about to take a breath of relief, another train sped toward us. I squeezed my eyes shut and swore under my breath. Justin accelerated over the curb onto the turf, speeding over the plastic grass landscape, barely missing the train as it pummeled by. The sports car jostled over bumps in the ground and we swerved around a scattering of plastic trees and shrubs.

"This is the scenic portion of the drive," he said, and I laughed out loud, finally opening my eyes.


 "It's thoughtful of you."

We drove over the turf until we reached the next intersection and turned toward a tunnel heading downtown to the international station. I looked over my shoulder, but I didn't see headlights behind us. We entered the tunnel—lit above and around us with colorful advertisements moving on digital screens. It felt like we were flying through a cocoon of lights.

"I'm twenty," Justin said.

"What?" I shouted over the noise of traffic. I winced when a train blew past us, only inches from the side of the car. The tunnel opened up to expose a valley below, lit up with a thousand city lights. We turned a corner and sped down the hill, alongside the international train tracks.

"You asked me how old I was," he repeated. "I'm twenty."

I smiled and wondered what my dad would do if he knew I was in a car with a twenty-year-old DS dropout.

A train slowed down next to us with yellow lights illuminating the words British Columbia on its side. I threw the chip out the window and its magnetic surface stuck to the side.

We turned off the train route and headed back onto the residential streets. As we were getting close to my house, I stared out the window, wondering what to say to Justin. How do you thank someone for giving you a ride home and apologize for the inconvenient, near-death car chase? I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye but he just focused on the road, his jaw tight and his face thoughtful. We turned onto my street and I asked him to pull over.

"This is fine," I said.

"Which house is yours?"

"It's right up the street." I pointed to my house in the distance, which was hard to miss since it took up most of the block. "I'll get out here."


 Justin pulled to the side of the road and when the car was still, he turned and stared at me. Everything was suddenly quiet and the space inside the car was too small. I felt trapped, like too much energy was circulating between us. My heart was still hammering against my ribs. Justin dropped his hands from the steering wheel. He looked surprisingly calm considering the last twenty minutes.

"Where did you learn to drive like that?" I asked.

"Where did you learn how to trace a bug that fast?" he asked me.

I shrugged. I had forgotten all about that. "It's easy."

"Easy?" He waited for me to explain. I raised my hands up in the air like it was no big deal.

"Those tags run on the electromagnetic spectrum—they use radio frequencies. So I found a program that can detect low or medium frequencies and I scanned a five-foot area. It picked up the signal."

His eyebrows flattened with disbelief. "And that's everyday knowledge to you?"

I smiled as his question sunk in. "Wow," I said. I slapped my hand over my forehead and leaned back in the seat. "I'm such a dork."

He didn't say anything. He didn't smile. His dark eyes stayed on mine, wide and surprised and it finally hit me what he was thinking. What kind of normal person is bugged and followed for going to a study group? What kind of teenage girl knows how to detect a tracker? He must think I'm either clinically insane or an escaped convict. I pulled my bag off the floor and tried to pretend like this wasn't the most humiliating moment of my life.

"Sorry," I mumbled.

"What are you sorry for?" he asked.

I hung my head. "Look, my life, like you might have noticed, is a little dysfunctional. So I won't feel bad if I don't hear from you again," I said, and avoided his eyes as I opened the car door. "Thanks for the ride." I slammed the door shut before he could respond. A couple seconds later I heard his car accelerate past me, but I refused to look up. I walked over the turf grass toward the front door and longed to hide inside the safe walls of my digital world where I could always appear perfect.

 When I walked in the door, Baley bounded into the foyer to meet me. I squatted down and she threw her paws on my shoulders and slobbered my neck with kisses. At least someone loved me unconditionally. I heard my dad yell my name from down the hall and my face fell. His voice echoed against the high white walls and along the cold laminate floor. I followed his voice to his office, with Baley trailing behind me. He looked up from his computer when I walked in and motioned for me to sit down. I slumped into the brown leather chair across from his desk and awaited my interrogation. I glanced around the room; every inch of wall space was cluttered with certificates, plaques, and awards. Something came in the mail weekly to commemorate my dad on his honorable academic achievements and efforts to improve the education system. He moved his flipscreen aside and looked at me with a heavy stare. The glare of distrust in his eyes made my heart shrink in my chest.

"How was the study group?" he asked.

I babbled an automated reply he would accept. The tutor was great ... he answered all my questions ... I finished the assignment. The only thing that made my dad react is when I told him I was surprised by the attendance.

"What do you mean by that?" he asked.

"I was surprised with the turnout. There were—"

"Six other students there," he finished for me. "Seven people including Mike Fisher, the teacher. He told me you were sitting with a boy you seemed to know pretty well."


 I stared back at him and my eyes narrowed. Of course he could check the attendance online. Of course he knew every tutor in the city, in the country for that matter. But that isn't what hurt the most.

"You didn't trust me."

My dad looked down at his hands. He interlocked his long, pale fingers.

"Madeline, I'm trying."

I shook my head with defiance. "You're trying? Is that what you call using Mike to plant a bug on me? Was he the same guy following us, or did you hire the police to do that?"

A mocking smile filled his face. "I see you caught on to that. And I'm happy you changed your mind about going to Canada." His eyes softened and he took a deep breath. "I'm sorry, but someone needs to look out for you."

I had to clench my teeth to keep from arguing. I pressed my fingers into the armrests until they made indentions in the leather.

"Your mother is the one that convinced me to let you go tonight. So you can thank her. I'm more concerned about this boy you met, Justin Solvi? How do you know him?"

I imagined he had already searched every file available on Justin's ba ckground.

"I met him at an online tutor session. It's no big deal."

His eyes were unconvinced and his silence meant he wanted a further explanation.

"I took a lot of writing courses this year and you know it's not my best subject. So, Justin recommended I go to a study group downtown. That's it."

As my father studied my appearance, I was grateful for the first time tonight that I looked so drab. I obviously didn't go out of my way to impress anyone. And I was telling the truth. Even if my dad read every online chat between us, which he probably had, Justin and I had only been studying acquaintances. I didn't have to admit he was also the most beautiful person I'd ever been in contact with.

 My dad leaned forward in his chair and watched me carefully.

"I don't think you should see him again," he said, in a tone that meant this wasn't open for debate. "He isn't a good influence."

I glared back at him. "It was just a study session," I said. "And believe me, I doubt I'll ever hear from him again." My dad's shoulders finally settled and he leaned back in his chair.

"As far as I can see you're telling the truth."

My eyes pleaded with him. "Dad, we can't keep doing this. You need to forgive me."

He shook his head and stared down at his hands.

"It's going to take time," he said, and his eyes met mine. "You broke the law, Maddie. You stole from me and sold my computer files to a group of digital school protesters," he said, as if he had to remind me why I was on probation.

I groaned up at the ceiling. "I didn't sell anything. They offered me money but I didn't take it."

"I don't care about the money. It's your character that worries me."

"My character? Do you know what you've created?" I sat up in my chair and met his eyes. "You've turned my life into a computer program. People aren't robots; we're not a bunch of machines for you to operate."

He shook his head. "Go to your room, Madeline."

He always did this. As soon as I was brave enough to voice my thoughts, he always silenced me.

"You're not saving lives, Dad. You can't save lives when no one's really li ving a nymore."

My dad stood up. "That's enough. I said go to your room."


 I jumped up and stomped out of the office. I pounded up the stairs and it took every ounce of restraint I had to keep from slamming my bedroom door shut. I dropped onto my bed and pointed my finger at the wall stereo. The sensor recognized my fingerprint and I scrolled down a list of songs until I found the playlist I wanted. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as acoustic music filled the room. The guitar chords slowly defused the memory of my dad's eyes, his ridicule and doubt. I let myself escape from my dismal world into a lighter one.

I grabbed my brush pen off the nightstand and turned on the ceiling canvas above my bed. The laser from the end of my brush pen painted the blank screen with color. I drew a picture of the birds I saw earlier in the day; I wanted to hold on to the image of the arrow they made in the sky. I drew words above the picture, words that were echoing through my mind like a prayer: Please Don't Be Short-term to Me. Then I realized I wasn't thinking about the birds.

I stared at the words and my mind traveled to Justin. I wondered where he was, what he was doing. Did he live alone? Did he have roommates? Did he have a girlfriend? I dropped my pen and grabbed a pillow to smother over my face.

Stupid, stupid Madeline. He's way out of your league.
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