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Virtual Insanity

TAYLeR, Book Two

Kevin Klehr


To my husband, Warren, for your constant love and support.

To Clinton, for your passionate ideas.

To Mary, for being a fan.

To Angus, for helping me with that initial spark.

And to fellow writers, Rebecca Langham, M.D. Neu, J.P. Jackson, Glenn Quigley, Eric David Roman, and Christian Baines. Sharing our fears and our triumphs strengthens us all.


Chapter One

I HEARD A song from the 1960s. An American singer asserted “we’re talking but we’re not communicating”. Someone played it on a radio stream while I’ve been here at Cradle Edge, and it got me thinking.

For the last month, I’ve been meeting people simply to get to know them. Getting to know what makes them tick. What their quirks are. How they use their charm to make me part of their circle.

And as they got to know me better, they shared their opinions while remaining open to being challenged. Plus, by this stage, I understood why they thought the way they did because I knew their backstories.

This wasn’t the case back home in Astra City. Opinions were first and foremost linked to someone’s brand, thanks to Social Media Central. We knew avatars or profile pics but never met the person. Never drank with them, laughed with them, or shared mutual stories. And even if we spoke through a video hook-up, it was always for less time than I spent with someone here in the bars at Cradle Edge.

Okay, to be fair, I was doing the same thing with the Social Media Socialites, my small friendship network back home. But I was one of the chosen few.

At the same time, I was navigating two relationships and losing myself in the process. Madeline Q, or Madi, as she liked to be known, was very persuasive. Every time I wasn’t sure who I wanted to stay the night with, the sun was coming up before I knew it and she was waking in my arms.

Mike brought out my wild side more than Madi. My carnal desires overrode my cautious temperament when I was with him. He led me down paths I never imagined I’d delight in. It was not that Madi wasn’t wild. She provided the equilibrium from my boys being boys sessions with Mike. I liked the balance in the bedroom I was getting between these two individuals.

So here I was four weeks without them, learning to love the most important person I’d discovered—me. And although it’s nice to be desired, it’s nice to hear yourself. I was arising from a state of mind that was controlled from the outside. Bombarded by the cyber world.

Cradle Edge was a small town of open fields and brick buildings. Nothing like the steel and glass jungle of my home. I needed this time away.

They have these things in everyone’s homes called phones. They’re like a device without screens. They come in all shapes and sizes. Some are novelties, as in the shape of a cartoon animal. Some stand upright while some are low set and bulky. You can contact anyone here if you know their “number”. A number is a set of six or so digits that makes someone else’s phone ring. And if you don’t know their number you can press three numbers that let you talk to an “operator”. The operator can look up anyone and connect you.

There are also “phone booths” on various streets where you can go if you need to contact someone when you’re not home. What’s really cool about this is you get a sense of anonymity when you’re out and about. No one knows where you are. It’s a really odd yet addictive feeling.

And there were shops! Stores I’d never seen in Astra City. People liked giving ornaments as gifts, as many homes were full of knickknacks that told you a lot about who lived there. And people regularly groomed. They got haircuts and made new clothes. Back home, folk were only getting used to the idea of dressing to be noticed. Too many years acting anonymous behind a screen robbed many of developing a sense of style. A sense of self.

Now I fully understood me, and I’m no puppet for anyone’s algorithm.

 

IT WAS ANOTHER upbeat night as I waited for Carter at the Unicorn Hotel, a pub in the artists’ hub of Cradle Edge. I was engaged in conversation about what clothes say about an era, listening mostly, as it wasn’t a topic I knew much about. Frederica, a student of fashion, and her bearded friend Ralph were trying to pinpoint when design ended and comfort took over. They complimented me on the sci-fi design on my T-shirt, which led to this discussion. I grinned, interjected a little, then grinned some more, dying for Carter to get here.

“But what about the era of the tight T-shirt?” Ralph was questioning Frederica.

“Everything was tight back in the 1970s,” she replied. “And nearly a hundred years on, people are constricting themselves again.” She gestured to the other patrons.

Frederica was right. A trend had caught on. Several, who had good bodies to show off, were hugged by their nap-shirts. A design based on what patients with severe mental illness used to be bound in during the twentieth century. The only difference, these garments allowed you to move your arms. Not many people knew what they were wearing had a dark past. They thought the wraparound belts in contrasting colours were the height of fashion. But as I already mentioned, trends caught on more here than they did in Astra City. People saw each other out and about and made decisions on what was in and what was out.

A topless man with tattoos caught my eye. He was a refreshing antidote to the sea of nap-shirts. He was toasting to something-or-other with his mates, as the bartender piled their drinks on the counter. Nearby, a small group danced to a tune no one else could hear. Their rhythm was infectious as a male couple mirrored their moves. And three spirited friends finessed the art of hand gestures as they debated. Four weeks on and this sense of connection still made me smile.

“What do you think of these nap-shirts, Tayler?” Frederica asked me.

“I like them, but I wouldn’t wear one.”

“Why not?”

I studied the garment in question once more.

“I don’t know. I want to be daring in my fashion choices, but it’s not something I’d wear.” An alluring woman with straight blonde hair sported one in stark mustard and black. “Maybe that’s my problem. I’m trapped in my own conventions.”

“Or maybe you know your own style,” said Ralph.

“Fashion was invented for those without a sense of style,” Frederica added.

Ralph smirked. “Speaking of style—”

“Oh, you’re going to bring this up again.” Frederica crossed her arms.

“Bring up what?” I asked.

“My black suit with frilly sleeves.”

“Oh, that outfit.”

“Hey! It’s a Frederica original.”

“A Frederica original what?” Ralph’s smirk got wider.

“A Frederica original disaster,” I replied.

She slapped me playfully on the cheek.

“I wore it the night Carter introduced me to Tayler.”

“And you wore that for a first impression?” Ralph glanced my way.

“It made an impression.” I raised my champagne glass. “An impression of a very unique lady.”

“I want to challenge you.” Frederica gazed at me. “I want to see you in a nap-shirt.” She clinked her glass with mine. “The next time we meet, you’re wearing a nap-shirt!”

“I accept the challenge.” I looked down at my chest, trying to imagine my torso strapped with buckles. “Yeah, I’ll give it a try.”

Ralph looked at his watch. “It’s not like Carter to be late.”

I first met Carter and his friend Hendrix in Astra City. They both hailed from Cradle Edge, which is the reason why I chose this place to take a break. I met them when they called themselves the Life Experience Mob. They helped the citizens of Astra City reconnect with history by simulating forgotten experiences like school and Christmas. They’d gained an education here in Cradle Edge. I only went to school until I was twelve in Astra City. After that, all our education moved online.

Frederica and I glanced at the clock above the wide assortment of decorative liquor bottles.

“You’re right,” she said. “Carter’s never late.”

Like an actor timing his cue, Carter entered the bar. He was frazzled.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He half smiled at each of us. We smiled back.

“I have a favour to ask, Tayler. But I just got here. I don’t want to burst in on your conversation. What were you talking about before I interrupted?”

“How you’re never late,” Frederica replied.

“Ha-ha. No, seriously, what were you talking about?”

“That’s what we were talking about,” Ralph replied.

“So why are you late?” Frederica asked.

“Hmm.” Carter sighed. “I had a visitor just as I was leaving to meet you. It seems Beta City needs my help.”

We all shared glances as if clarity could be found in one another’s expressions.

“Continue,” I said.

“Tayler, I want you to go to Beta City. Check it out for a few days. It seems they’re just as lost as Astra City was. Worse even. Social Media Central has been ramped up a notch. No one is communicating with each other at all.” Carter smirked, as if to play down how fanatical he sounded. “I’ll meet you after I finish some business here.” He glanced at the others. “Am I being a killjoy? This can’t be as interesting as talking about a million other things.”

“You’ve got us intrigued,” Frederica replied. “What’s Tayler supposed to do when you meet up?”

“We’re going to find people to help us create a team. Beta City needs the Life Experience Mob.”

“Why don’t you ask Hendrix to help you?” I asked.

“This is his idea. He’s the one who just came and saw me. He was in Beta City and said they’re like zombies there.”

“And so why doesn’t he help you?” I repeated.

“He can’t. Special project.” Carter placed his finger to his lips. “And I have something to attend to before we begin.” He shook his head. “Sorry, Tayler. I sound like a spy caught between missions. It was his suggestion to have you on my team. You know what it’s like to live in a society where no one connects. Reality is a construct.” He grinned. “You know what it’s like when everyone around you is addicted to Social Media Central.”

I was oddly empowered.

“That’s the look of someone with a calling.” Ralph winked at me.

“How brain-dead are they in Beta City?” I asked.

“They’re not exactly brain-dead,” Carter said.

“Not brain-dead? You made it sound like their lives are as complex as a pillow,” Ralph argued.

“No. A new trend has got them. Actually, the more I think about it, I guess they are brain-dead. They’re zombies to this new craze.”

“And everyone’s addicted?” I asked.

“Not everyone. But this extension of Social Media Central has wide-reaching implications. People will get hurt. That’s why we need to bring reality back to them.”

“This conversation is morbid.” Frederica scrunched her lips. “All you boys seem to do is save people with stunted social skills. If they want to plug into Social Media Central and tune out of the real world, so be it. Let them. It’s their lives.”

“You know, studies show that people hooked on SMC don’t live long,” said Ralph.

“Yeah, and they eat badly and only have cybersex,” Frederica added. “And they trap all their emotions inside, never dealing with them. We’ve all read the studies.”

“But that’s just it,” Carter said. “People on Social Media Central don’t see that research. And even if they did, they wouldn’t know how to reconnect. They’d sit in a room of other addicts and struggle to have a conversation.”

He crossed his arms and exhaled. I suspected once again he was concerned about sounding more obsessive than passionate.

Frederica placed her hand on his shoulder. “So, let them burn in binary-code hell.” She shook her head like a mother giving up on her drug-addicted child. “It’s not your problem, Carter. Yours neither, Tayler. Beta City is full of rejects, and they got themselves there. No one forced them.”

Although she made sense, my gut was telling me otherwise. My instincts craved new challenges. Save Beta City? Why not! My belief in humanity had been restored here. I enjoyed nuances in speech patterns where words could take on new meaning, not be misinterpreted in a written comment. And smiling seemed cooler. People wore real I’m in love with life smiles. Like they’d started to in Astra City. Like they should in Beta City.

It was time to finish my holiday and go on an adventure.

“When can you leave?” Carter asked me.

“What do I do when I get there?”

He reached into his jeans and pulled out his wallet. He dropped a wad of cash, held in place with an elastic band, next to my champagne glass.

“Meet people. Get a feel for the place. Get laid a hundred times for all I care. But don’t use credit cards. Stay untraceable. Just make sure you meet me in three days.”

“Where?”

He unravelled the money, showing me a strip of paper inside. On it were details. I was to meet Carter on the red bench at Carrington Park at three o’clock.

“Now there’s a challenge!” Frederica smirked.

“I thought you didn’t care about Beta City,” I said.

“I don’t, Tayler. I don’t give two raccoons about Beta City. But if you can get laid a hundred times in three days, that’s a challenge worth considering.”


Chapter Two

NO CARTER. JUST a breeze blowing in search of the masses. But there were no masses. The trees were the only life form enjoying what the wind was offering. Except for me, of course. I sat on the red bench, frustrated that Carter was half an hour late. In this ghost town, there was no one to talk to, and I was desperate to talk to my friend. If I didn’t use words soon, I’d be staring at my shoes and mumbling with a crazed expression.

Beta City was worse than Astra City had ever been. Everyone was their own prisoner, watching the world pass on Social Media Central, never letting their skin near natural light. From time to time, I’d see someone, or maybe a few people, covered in grey head-to-toe bodysuits that made them look like creepy mime artists. There was no way to tell who might be inside these snugly fitting costumes unless you had a good idea of the body shape of its wearer. Even the ears were tightly contoured which made me suspect these weird outfits were custom made for the individual.

These things had a bizarre face. The eyes, the nose, and the mouth were framed inside white plastic. But there was also fabric over the mouth so you could hear what the mystery human inside was saying. They communicated by shouting things that made no sense. I’d heard “Kill the blighter!”, “He’s a human dog”, and “This would never be right in Sebastian’s Lair” yelled at no one by these goons as they roamed the streets.

The day before, one of these individuals stopped behind me but acted as if I wasn’t there. He, or she, had a miniature camera lens hidden above the glossy black Perspex covering the plastic eye shield. I’d worked for tech company, A.V. Enterprises, a long time ago, so I was used to seeing this type of camera. After standing like a robot whose battery was dead, this person screamed, “I can’t take any more of your stray theories,” then left.

Carter was now thirty-five minutes late. The surrealism of this place got to me. Three days prior, I’d arrived with just a backpack, searching for accommodation. And the anorexic lady who I was told to meet by one of Ralph’s pals didn’t even make eye contact with me. Her world consisted of nothing else but her device and Social Media Central. I finally found my room after swiping the card I was given in the lock of every unnumbered door.

This accommodation was luxurious, even if it felt lonely. Beta City was probably designed by wealthy architects who challenged each other to build the world’s most sensational structures. Four such skyscrapers of varying height sat on an artificial harbour which shot out from the mainland like a beggar’s hand reaching for coins.

Several treasures of this metropolis once existed in this precinct. A theatre, a concert hall, and a gallery had been transformed into apartment buildings. Their original signage had been restored, but their purpose belonged to a bygone era.

I was in a building that looked like a sheet of curved cardboard; one of three overlooking the harbour. They all shone, reflecting sunlight with their mirror finish. They stood tall above the highways that lay between them and the water. But no one took their cars on these roads. I doubt anyone knew how to drive.

Carter was now forty minutes late. The grey-clad trio had moved on. Hell, the grass had a more meaningful life than these weirdos.

Rainclouds were moving in. If Carter didn’t make it soon, I’d need shelter. Or I’d need to go back and reclaim my accommodation.

“Tayler?” a funky woman with olive-toned skin asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Hudson.”

Her hooped earrings, thin-framed glasses, and bold makeup choices made me wonder if she was from here. Her head was as bald as a bowling ball. And she smoked. Her vaping left a haze around her suspicious gaze.

“Carter couldn’t make it, so he’s sent me to meet you until he arrives.”

“How long will he be?”

“He’s not sure.” She beckoned me. “Come.” I stood.

“Who shaves your head?” I asked. It was an odd question but, as I never saw anything resembling a business district, let alone a hairdresser, it was the first thing that came to mind.

“I’m very good with a razor.” She snickered. “No. A friend does this for me. Never any blood. Never any cuts. She slides the blade like she’s spreading butter.”

“You socialise?” I shook my head. “Dumb question. You’re a friend of Carter’s. You must socialise. Are you from Cradle Edge?”

“No. Those cyber-starved peeps are unrelatable.”

“I like it there. I relate.”

“I gathered. That’s why you’re a friend of Carter’s.”

I didn’t know how to react. She embodied the starkness of Beta City itself.

We walked. Her shoes tapped on the pavement like a fast-paced metronome while the rubber slaps of my sneakers did their best to keep up.

One of those head-to-toe masked beings startled me when he popped out from the side of a building. We halted. Hudson stared into its face.

“The crust is the best part!” he yelled.

Hudson wasn’t fazed.

“And a survivor knows the true meaning of the cube,” she yelled back.

He let us pass.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“I have no idea. If they make up shit, so do I.” She smirked. “Try it the next time you see one.”

“Who are those people?”

“They’re playing Enemy Alien.”

“In those suits? Virtual reality?”

“Augmented reality,” she replied. “The real world is mixed in with the game. Enough for them not to trip over their own feet.”

“Why are the suits body-hugging?”

“For the other sensations they feel through the suit. You know, a tingle here, a punch there. It’s an all-encompassing alternate reality. The Social Media Central peeps think of everything.”

“The game is part of Social Media Central?”

“Tayler, everything is part of Social Media Central. You should know that.”

“We never had grey boogeymen shouting weird-arsed comments in Astra City.”

“Well, aren’t you lucky.”

“Is it a new fad?”

“No, Tayler. These freaks have been around for years.”

Hudson gestured at the massive red doors of her apartment block. She peered into an eye scanner to the right of the entrance and the doors slid to reveal plush red carpet that met a glass elevator. We entered. Again, she used her pupil for recognition and the elevator opened.

“You seem bitter,” I said. She gawped at me as if I’d shat myself. “I mean, you seem like this place has got to you.”

She didn’t reply. More decadence greeted us inside her residence. Angular modern furniture, high ceilings, and harbour views made this place fancier than my previous lodgings. Hudson strode into this setting as if to the manor born.

Is money no object to her?

She fixed cocktails in the kitchen.

“Blue liquor?” I questioned.

“Don’t complain.”

I sat on one of the black leather stools at the bench. I thought she’d join me, but Hudson strode to a recliner, kicked off her shoes, and stretched out her legs.

“Now, Tayler. You’re curious about me. Why?”

“Because I’m a guest in your home and you’re connected to Carter.”

She grabbed a tin from inside her leather jacket. I was curious about the image on its lid, so she handed it to me. The picture was of a woman in a long fuzzy pink coat striding past a line of handsome men in navy-blue uniform. Vintage flying machines were in the background, and the word Qantas was stamped in capital letters at the bottom of the image. I handed the tin back.

“It’s an old advertisement,” Hudson explained, noting my fascination.

Inside was her tobacco and vaper. Smoke with a weird odour soon left a haze around her.

“Yeah, I guess I should tell you something about myself.” She dragged slowly as if she was considering what to tell me. “I’m from out of town. The other side of the country, in fact.” She stared at me. “You haven’t touched your drink.”

I sipped.

“Heaven?” she asked. “You look impressed. Like you’ve made a new friend.”

“A delicious friend. What is this?”

“My secret recipe,” she replied.

I looked around, admiring her decor. “You’re mysterious, Hudson.”

“What else would you like to know?”

“Anything.”

Her eyes glazed. “I’m the princess in hiding from a country that still calls itself a kingdom. The king and queen top up my bank account monthly even though I left in shame. I was in love with our tailor and our head chef until the day the chef realised I was also making love with the tailor.”

“That must be some wicked weed.” I loved her imagination.

“It’s not marijuana.” Hudson let out a steady stream of smoke, which curled into a cloud as it rose. “And who are you, Tayler?”

“Should I share a puff before I answer?”

Her wicked smile faded. “Not for you. This is medicinal, and this blend is expensive.” She poked her tongue out. “Who are you, Tayler?”

“I’m a famous artist who fell in love with the model I was painting. My wife didn’t approve, so we ran off together but on our first day in Beta City, we stayed with a sculptor. That sculptor won her heart. He is her soulmate. I’m certain.”

She shrugged, then inhaled fresh air. She popped her vaper back in the tin and left it on the coffee table. Her eyes widened a little.

“How did you meet Carter?” I asked.

“There’s a tale for another time. Come.”

She stood and wandered to her balcony. I followed. For the rest of the evening, our conversation stayed in the same vein. I’d ask, she’d answer obscurely, even though she was no longer affected by her weird blend. Hours later, she knew more about me, including my dalliances with Madeline Q and Mike, than I’d expect to tell a stranger. I tried to get her to open up, even encouraging her to smoke so I could chat with the ethereal version of Hudson. But after four weeks of making friends at Cradle Edge, I sat with the Ice Queen, striving to crack her veneer.

She knew little about my fame, or Madi’s, through Social Media Central. I deduced she wasn’t online much. My time at Cradle Edge taught me I still had anonymity in places, and although Beta City citizens drenched themselves in the all-knowing cyber platform, it stood to reason that a friend of Carter’s didn’t.

I talked so much to fill the void of her silence, I even self-analysed why I approached sleeping with men and women differently. I hoped she’d have some insight. Why her? Inside her clinical gaze, the cogs were definitely clinking in that analytical mind.

Instead, she took my hand and led me to her bedroom.

She vaped, then stripped her jacket off and threw it on the plush chair in the corner. Next, she leaped on her bed without the covers peeled back. She beckoned me with her long-nailed finger.

Maybe this was the way Hudson shared something of herself. In a city so sterile, perhaps this was the first step to friendship.

We made love, or something close to it.


Chapter Three

HUDSON SPRANG OUT of bed, fumbled around inside the jacket she threw on the chair the previous night, then remembered her vape tin was on her bedside drawers. She’d left it there when we made love. Hudson opened it and lit her first smoke of the day.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’m going to work.”

“But aren’t you part of the Life Experience Mob? Or at least, you will be when Carter gets here.”

“Tayler, dear.” She caressed the prickly beard hair under my chin. “How do you think I pay for this swanky apartment? Donations?”

I felt strange. Not because someone who made love with me was leaving. Because for the first time in days I had something resembling human contact, even though her conversation came with a side order of attitude. But I spent too many hours on empty streets being shouted at by random loonies or staring out of windows entertaining my own musings. And now that I would be left alone, I missed Cradle Edge.

“Where do you work?”

She meticulously chose a carrot-toned coat.

“In government. It’s not an exciting job but it keeps me in the lifestyle I’m accustomed to.”

“Why don’t you move away from Beta City? Somewhere that will give you time to enjoy life?”

“I have big plans, Tayler. Now, quiet. I’m late.” Regardless of her concern for time, she tried on three different pairs of shoes before deciding on black sneakers. She took a few steps towards her bedroom door, then turned and told me to “Wait here for Carter. He should be here this afternoon.” She left her bedroom.

“What time will you be home?”

Her apartment door shut.

As you may have guessed, Hudson dominated the lovemaking process. And yes, it was a process. A ritual. Each sexual position was held for the right amount of pleasure before she changed to something different. And at each step, it was a body thing. No open-mouthed kissing. Just the jigsaw pieces fitting into the right place with minimal eye contact.

She puffed several times during sex but never offered any. I breathed in as soon as the smoke left her mouth but couldn’t get that hazy effect. A little lightheaded, but not the urge to take her shoulders and pin her to the bed as she did with me. It was freaky, kind of “wow”, but mostly unsettling.

My love blogger friend, Shaun, would never approve. His motto was “You never really know someone until you make love to them.” Going to bed with Hudson wasn’t about making love. No. We were fulfilling her need to dominate.

Her fingernail grazed my skin when it made a path from my underarm to my wrist. Her other hand covered my mouth before I could react. She let me moan, running those nails through my hair. I thought I was safe until she clutched me below and demanded I pleasure her. Or more to the point, made me feel like I had a job to do.

Now, alone in her apartment, I pushed my hands into her mattress. Firm. Efficient. I kicked off the sheets that hugged me tight. Crisp. And white enough to have been bleached daily.

I scrambled out of bed. I rubbed my face in anguish, not looking forward to another morning haunted by my own thoughts.

“What am I doing here? Great. Now I’m talking to myself.”

I showered, lathering myself in snow-white goat’s milk soap. I wrapped myself in fresh clothes before making her bed. I sauntered to the living room and plonked myself on the recliner she sat smoking on the night before. It was then I made sense of something that was physically in front of me. A computer. But it didn’t look like a computer.

I’d seen old square television sets created inside make-believe lounge rooms the Life Experience Mob constructed. That was part of a bigger display to teach us of an eccentric historical holiday known as Christmas, with a decorated tree next to the odd cathode ray contraption. Here, at a small desk, was a tubed screen propped up by a long metallic neck. Like the stem of a plant supporting a flower.
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