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About the Author


This book is dedicated to my students, who are so much more than data points.


One: Learning if Fun

“The brain releases the neurotransmitter dopamine in response to certain stimuli. Eating candy, having sex, consuming drugs, even petting a dog can trigger a pleasure response. Video games, especially ones with bright lights, upbeat music, and facile accomplishments are especially potent, flooding the brain with a sense of reward. As such, they were the bane of teachers for many years. That is, until EduForce began to use these games in their products. The scourge of learning was being disguised as learning itself.”

—Charles Winston, The Trough, p. 114

Jennifer Calderón stared into the screen, slack-jawed and passive as the bright colors and shapes burst before her eyes. Her pupils traced letters and blocks as they bounced from one end of the sixty-inch screen to the next. She reached out and touched a word before it hit the bottom–GAMBOLED. The white letters lit up, neon-green, and the word whooshed across the screen to smash into another word—GAMBLED—and shatter into a shower of sparkles.

“Same-sounder found!” a chirpy electronic voice declared.

Dopamine squirted into Jennifer’s brain in happy little jets. A smile traced the corners of her lips. Learning was fun.

Jennifer flicked her eyes to the upper right-hand corner of the screen. The figure 23/25 quickened her pulse. Two more. Two more word pairs and she would earn the Same-Sounder Achievement.

A new word appeared at the bottom of her screen. ASCENT, it read. The friendly female voice read the word and definition. Bubbles with other vocabulary terms floated around the screen. Colors whirled before her eyes and electronic dance beats filled her ears as she searched for Same-Sounders. Then she saw it. The word, in white letters on a floating bubble, drifted toward the bottom. Jennifer’s finger jabbed at the screen. Pop! The word ASSENT exploded in fireworks. More music and chirpy voices.

“Same-sounder found,” the voice said. More dopamine gushed into Jennifer’s brain. Her eyes flicked up to the corner. 24/25.

CYMBAL.

Once more, Jennifer scanned the bubbles and blobs and cubes and tetrahedrons swirling in her vision. Her breath was shallow. More and more words poured onto the screen. In one moment after another, tiny subdivided fractions of seconds, Jennifer saw and rejected words she did not think made the same sound as “cymbal.” Her eyes, her brain, and her hands all had to work in unison. Each level of Same-Sounder Finder was faster, more complex, and more stimulating than the last.

Then she saw it. SYMBOL.

She thrust her finger out to the screen. The little magenta gem in which the word sat was zigzagging down the screen, and she almost missed it and pressed the word TUMBLE crossing its path. But the SYMBOL illuminated, exploded, and a fireworks finale showed on the screen. 25/25.

“Same-sounder found,” the voice declared, then louder and triumphantly, “Same-sounder achievement unlocked!”

Jennifer leaped and thrust her fists in the air as a fanfare of electronic tones rang through her bedroom. Not many students earned perfect scores on Same-Sounder Finder, but Jennifer did. She earned perfect scores on everything. She was twenty-three years old and finishing her last year of schooling, a year ahead of the usual schedule. Because of all the hours she put into learning, and because she never had to redo any of her modules, she had raced ahead of her peers, many of whom were still on Achievement Level 13 or 14. She was working on 15.

After the music died down, the screen went still. Jennifer’s head was still pounding. A headache was setting in, as was a twinge of crankiness. She left her bedroom and went to the kitchen where she poured herself a cup of coffee. Her mother always had a pot brewing, anything to keep her beloved daughter focused on school. Jennifer clogged the coffee with sugar and milk, stirred it, and took a gulp. Better. She freed a couple of aspirins from their foil pouches and swallowed them with the next mouthful of coffee. She returned to her room.

Jennifer slid her finger along the screen and opened it to a new frame, one summarizing her academic progress. Current Achievement Level: 14. 12 percent of the way to 15. 106 of 880 modules completed. Achievement Level Grade Point Average: 5.0/5.0.

Total Progress to Completion of all Achievement Levels: 97 percent. 12,845 of 13,215 modules completed.

And then there was the final number. The prized number, the number she had worked for since age three.

Aggregate Grade Point Average: 5.0/5.0

Every assignment Jennifer had ever done, from toddlerhood into now her mid-twenties, had been flawless. Missing just one question on one task would eradicate her record—The Perfect Five. There had been students with 5.0 GPAs before, but their scores came with asterisks. Usually the student had missed a smattering of questions throughout their education, resulting in a score that would round up to 5.0 in the ten-thousandths place. But Jennifer Calderón began each module on a knife’s edge, knowing one slip up would end her lunge at history. Each completed question nudged her progress toward earning Achievement Level 15, the equivalent of what was once her high school diploma. Thus far, however, all she had was poor digestion, headaches, sleep deprivation, and occasional interviews for the NewsFeed as her accomplishment became more improbable.

Jennifer left the score screen and opened a new frame to continue with a new module. She had done three Grammar Modules in a row and wished for a change, so she opened a Chemistry Module. It made no difference to her. She never understood students who had favorite subjects, who would put off Math or Writing as long as possible. She never understood procrastination. She simply worked until she was exhausted, every day, with no heed to the subject area. It was all the same to her.

To unlock the next series of edugames, she needed to watch the Chemistry vidlesson. At the opening screen, she was given a choice of several hundred different teachers to choose from. Each teacher had his or her own style. Some were brusque and businesslike, while others joked and kept the lesson light. Some had an air of wisdom and experience, while others were young and attractive. Some explained topics deliberately, but Jennifer returned to the same half-dozen teachers who explained briskly. Unlike many students, Jennifer always watched the vidlesson before the edugame. It was true “Learning Was Fun” but it was also true that “Hard Work Pays Off.” It’s so easy, she thought. They give you all of the answers right in the lesson.

Too easy. But the thought was fleeting, and she brushed it away.

Jennifer selected Mr. 85. She was not sure why the teachers did not have real names, but she did not dwell on it long. Mr. 85 was a favorite of hers because he spoke a little faster than other teachers. The content of what he said was the same—it had to be; the teachers were scripted—but he lingered a few seconds less on the examples and generally made his points and moved on. She wondered how many minutes of her educational life had been saved by Mr. 85’s expediency.

Her stomach rumbled. I should eat, she thought, but instead she touched the icon for the Chemistry video and sat on the edge of her bed. The video opened. It was six minutes. Damn. A long one.

The introduction music came up, a familiar, infectious jingle followed by a voiceover. “Chemistry—All You Need to Know. A lesson by the EduForce Corporation.” Then the camera fixed on Mr. 85. Mr. 85 was a middle-aged black man with graying hair. He never smiled. Jennifer kind of liked that. He stood in front of a display showing an elaborate chart with boxes. Each box had one or two letters inside.

“Good day, I am Mr. 85. Today we are going to learn all about Chemistry. As you remember from the Introduction to Chemistry lesson, Chemistry is the part of science that is chemicals. The chemicals have names and symbols. Today I will teach them to you.”

He stepped to the right and indicated the chart. Jennifer already knew she would have to rewatch this segment of the video. Maybe the whole thing. All those boxes and letters would be difficult to remember.

“This is called the Chemical Chart. It used to be called the ‘Periodic Table of the Elements,’ but let’s keep it simple. The Chemical Chart shows you a list of all the chemicals, called ‘elements,’ in the world. Little ones are on the top and big ones are on the bottom.

“Let’s look at some of them. The very top one is called ‘hydrogen.’ Its symbol is H. The next one is Helium. Its symbol is He.”

Mr. 85 pointed out about a dozen of the most common elements and their symbols. Aluminum. Carbon. Oxygen. Phosphorous. Jennifer repeated to herself everything Mr. 85 said.

“Next, we are going to look at what the elements do together,” he went on. “But first, you may be getting tired. Do you find your energy dragging after all this learning? If so, why not order a box of Perk-Eez? It’s the little yellow pill that keeps you shining bright!”

The video of Mr. 85 paused and was replaced with a new screen offering Jennifer the opportunity to order a box of Perk-Eez. She touched the “Yes, please!” button on the screen, and a message immediately appeared. “Thank you! Your delivery will arrive at your unit shortly. Your household account will be debited.” Perk-Eez were another reason Jennifer was on track to graduate two years early.

Mr. 85 returned.

“Now that you know some of the chemicals’ names, let’s look at what chemicals do. They like to be together. Sometimes the same kinds of chemicals get together. One oxygen and another oxygen will get together, and they make up the oxygen we breathe. If you have taken the Human Biology module, you know we breathe oxygen.”

The Chemical Chart was replaced with a graphic of two blue blobs with the letter “O” on them smooshing together.

“Sometimes different chemicals get together. A carbon and two oxygens get together and make up something called carbon dioxide. Yes, that’s right, carbon dioxide, the bad thing your grandparents put into the air that almost killed Earth!”

A new graphic with two blue blobs and a red blob with a “C” all clinging together replaced the old one.

“All kinds of chemicals get together. Let’s look at some combinations.”

The screen showed a series of different colored balls, all with different letters, making different combinations. Jennifer shook her head, trying to maintain focus. It was a lot of new information.

As the video neared completion, Mr. 85 folded his hands and stepped to the center of the screen again. Jennifer thought she almost detected a smile.

“I hope you have enjoyed this lesson on Chemistry. Please rewatch this video as many times as you like before going onto the edugames. My name is Mr. 85 and it has been a pleasure teaching you today. This has been an EduForce vidlesson. EduForce, making learning easy and fun since 2034.”

The video closed. Jennifer watched it again three times. After the second time, the doorbell rang. She accepted the delivery from SentiAid, the pharmacy delivery service. She tore open a foil packet and gobbled a couple of Perk-Eez. Almost instantly, even faster than after a cup of coffee, her brain and body were buzzy and alive.

All right, she thought. Let’s play some more edugames.

The Chemistry edugame was called “Elementastic!!!” She read the instruction screen, then the game began. After a countdown, two words appeared on the screen:

Iron Argon

Jennifer typed in FEAR. The letters Fe and Ar zoomed in from the left and right of the screen, collided in a burst of color, and formed the word “fear,” which dissolved into sparkles that floated up to the top of the screen.

Carbon Oxygen Oxygen Phosphorous

Easy, Jennifer thought. She typed COOP.

More collisions and explosions.

Tin Iodine Phosphorous

SNIP

Helium Aluminum Sulfur

HEALS

Jennifer fell into a rhythm, working faster and faster on each round. Her breathing became shallow. Her pulse quickened and her pupils dilated as the words came faster, exploded bigger and more colorfully, until finally a computerized voice—male this time—announced, “Activity Complete. Chemistry Achievement Unlocked!” and Jennifer lowered her hands, panting.

The voice continued, “To celebrate your achievement, how about downloading the new song from Tuliphead? The infectious single ‘Plex Lovin’’ is already breaking new—”

“Sure,” Jennifer said, and the advertisement stopped. Buying was the easiest way to make the ads go away.

Even as a small child, edugames had come easily to her. She watched the vidlessons, played the edugames, and thought little of it. She learned with carefree abandon. But when she reached the age of twelve or thirteen, she became aware she was doing something unusual. Of course, she did not have classmates to compare herself to, and she had few friends to ask, but she understood she was different. Other children made mistakes, even had to redo modules they had not mastered. She had wondered what mistakes were, to have the certainty of rightness yanked out from under you.

As she grew older, she became acutely aware of her achievement. At age fifteen, she received a request for a vid interview with a reporter. She had sheepishly declined, unsure of what to say and certain her mother would not have allowed it. But over the subsequent years, several more interview requests came to her, and she began to accept them. Each time she said the same things, that she was proud and studied a lot to do the best she could. That answer was only half true. She was proud of her grade but never had to study. She watched a vidlesson, played the edugame, then moved on to the next.

A female voice emitted from Jennifer’s speakers.

“Good morning, Jennifer. How are you this morning?”

“Fine,” Jennifer replied. The voice was her A.I. personal assistant, or AIPA. The AIPA’s user could have their assistant speak through mounted speakers, portable speakers, or earpieces. AIPAs who blurted out sensitive information was a frequent source of comedy. Jennifer’s AIPA was named Carlita, one of ten thousand personalities available. Jennifer liked that the Carlita personality was efficient and organized, but sometimes she clung to the pleasantries too long.

“You have received a message. Shall I read it to you?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

“You are quite welcome. The message is from Melody Park. It says, ‘Hey bot, are you busy?’ Do you wish to respond?”

Melody, Jennifer thought. Always when I’m in the middle of schoolwork. Then again, I am always in the middle of schoolwork.

“Sure. Tell her she’s got a half hour.”

“Do you wish me to send that message verbatim, or—”

“No, say it however you want.”

“Very well,” Carlita replied. She would then compose a message reply to Melody in a tone that best simulated Jennifer’s own. Carlita was Jennifer’s new AIPA, and it often took weeks or months of working together before an AIPA could mimic a user’s syntax and diction just right. Carlita was a low model AIPA too, so the results would probably be ugly. “Before I go, can I interest you in a Lime Blast Freezie-Chug?”

“No, just send the message,” Jennifer replied, chagrined that her mother did not have the money for an ad-free AIPA. Jennifer had bought a Lime Blast Freezie-Chug a month ago, and now Carlita kept bugging her if she wanted another.

“Very well. Goodbye, Jennifer.”

“Bye.”

Ten minutes later, the electronic tone of her doorbell beeped. Jennifer went to the door and opened it. In walked a woman of Jennifer’s age. Her hair was straight black and cut with horizontal bangs. She wore blue denim jeans and a plaid shirt, and a bag sat on her back, held by two straps over her shoulders.

“What’s the look this week?” Jennifer asked. “Retro to the twenty-teens?”

Melody scoffed.

“For being the girl who knows everything, you don’t know jack shit about fashion history. This was the nineties!”

She walked in the room with an exaggerated swagger.

“’Jack shit?’” Jennifer asked. “Vintage cursing too?”

She grabbed Melody’s sleeve and pulled her in for a brief kiss.

“So, your mom is not home?” Melody asked when they pulled apart.

“Working. Always working.”

“That’s good for me,” Melody said. “Good for us.”

“So, explain to me your new style.” Jennifer said. She always wore the same styles that were popular with her peers—light fabrics, dull earth tones, and a smattering of corporate logos over everything. The more logos on the article of clothing, the more prestigious. Her hair, which was naturally curly, had been straightened into oblivion and was cut in cascading zigzags down her back. It was also the popular style.

Melody popped the collar on her plaid.

“The nineties! Kurt Cobain, Pearl Jam, heroin, blow jobs in the White House, the greatest decade! I’ve been listening to music from that time.”

“Our grandparents’ music.”

Melody shrugged.

“Maybe. My grandparents were still in Korea in the nineties. And yours were still in El Salvador. Hey, I’m thirsty. Buy me a drink, sailor.”

“Colombia,” growled Jennifer. She did not know if Melody could not remember the country or if she was toying with her. Either way, she hated it. And liked it a little, as well. She went to the kitchen and held a glass to the beverage fountain. She selected Jazzy-Pop Grape Soda and pressed the button. Grape, no ice, just like always. No one liked grape, but Melody did.

Melody flung her bag to the floor and plopped down on the sofa while taking a long swig of soda. Jennifer’s heart skipped. If her mother returned home from work to find Melody had dripped even a drop of purple on the fabric, she would excoriate Jennifer for days.

“Where did you even find those clothes?” Jennifer asked. “And that back bag. No store would sell them.”

“Are you serious? There are stores that sell anything. And it’s called a ‘backpack.’ Nineties kids loved them.”

Jennifer pointed to Melody’s light blue denim.

“Jeans?” Jennifer asked. “They only sell them in the grandma stores, where—”

“Exactly.”

“You went shopping in the grandma stores?”

“Yes, I did,” Melody replied.

Jennifer sighed and shook her head. She leaned down and kissed Melody again.

“You taste like cough syrup.” Melody breathed on her.

“You are critical today,” Melody said. “Making fun of my clothes, making fun of my breath. I should leave.”

“Don’t.”

Melody smirked.

“Nah, I’ll stay. Say, I had an idea. Let’s get up on the roof and get drunk tonight.”

Jennifer shook her head.

“Not this time. We were almost caught last time.”

“Almost. Almost means we weren’t,” Melody said. “I’ve found a better spot, out of view of all the cameras. I have something very grip to show you.”

“How grip?”

“Oh, you’ll thank me. It’s a book. Like a real, vintage book.”

“Are you serious?” Jennifer hissed. “You can’t get caught with that.”

“Why? It isn’t illegal.”

“No, but it’s…yech. Why would you even keep it?”

“Look,” Melody said. “Do you want to see it or not?”

Jennifer glanced at her sideways. Books. Big clunky things with covers and pages, as relevant as corsets or leeches. But if Melody had obtained one, a real one, it would be the most grip thing she had seen in a long time.

“Show me,” Jennifer said.

Melody shrugged. She reached for her bag and unzipped the main compartment. She reached in and pulled out a slim paperback with a plain gray cover. She held it out to Jennifer, who would not take it.

“Where did you get it?” Jennifer asked with a mixture of awe and revulsion.

“The old lady down the hall from me, Miss Hammond.”

“The one whose birds you used to feed?”

“That was her.”

“Was?”

“She died this week. No surprise. She’s been sick for a long time.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Jennifer said. “Did she leave you that book?”

“Not ‘leave,’ exactly.”

Melody grinned. Jennifer grimaced.

“You didn’t! From a dead woman?” she said. Melody shrugged.

“I grabbed a few things. The book, Some CDs, even though I don’t have any way to play them. A Jurassic Park action figure. Oh, and her Quarantine Suit. Can’t have too many of those. The book, though, that’s the real prize.”

Jennifer goggled her eyes at Melody.

“Oh, come on,” Melody continued. “Miss Hammond wasn’t going to read it again. I read the whole thing last night. It was amazing. I think you could learn a lot from it.”

“What is it called?”

Melody held the book out again, and this time Jennifer took it. The cover had no graphics or images, only a matte gray background. White letters in the center read:

The Trough

By Charles Winston

“Hmm,” Jennifer said. “What is it about?”

“You’ll have to reeeeead it, my little starfish.”

“I’m not a starfish.” Jennifer opened the front cover. She read the first two sentences:

If you were born in the twenty-first century and went to a public school, you have received an education that is worse than worthless. Your education is toxic.

Jennifer’s head started to hurt. She snapped the book shut and shoved it back toward Melody.

“I don’t think I’m going to like this.”

“You know what I’ve always loved about you?” Melody said. “Your open-minded approach to new experiences.”

“I have a lot of work to do,” Jennifer replied. “Maybe some other—”

“You always have a lot of work to do. You are two years ahead of me in your modules. Blow up your afternoon and read a little illicit lit. Go on, it will be a tonic for your perfectionist soul.”

Jennifer examined the cover again. Her gut fluttered. Mostly, she was anxious at the thought of abandoning an afternoon of work to read an old, useless book. Part of it was anger at Melody, who was always pushing her to do things she knew she oughtn’t do. But buried deeper below was a feeling like a twist at the base of her spine, a wriggle of unsettled discontent, a twitch waiting to be acknowledged. Is learning really this easy? She went to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and drank the entire thing at once. It did not help.

Melody stood up.

“I’ll leave you alone now. Happy reading.”

Just then two distinct voices spoke simultaneously. One was Carlita, in her cheerfully polite tone. Her voice came from the massive screen in Jennifer’s bedroom. The other was a gruff male voice, warped and modified to sound like a demon from the pits of hell. That voice came from somewhere in the depths of Melody’s backpack. Both AIPAs said, “You have received a message.”

Melody and Jennifer looked at each other.

“May I?” Melody asked.

“No,” Jennifer said. “I hate listening to Bruno. I don’t know why you had him modded like that.”

“Are you jealous of my hellspawn boyfriend?” Melody asked, but then she said to her AIPA, “Bruno, Jennifer is going to take this.”

“As you desire, my dark queen.”

Jennifer shook her head. “Go ahead, Carlita. Read us the message.”

Carlita gave an “ahem” before saying, “From EduForce to all learners working toward Achievement Levels 13, 14 and 15. As you know, we live in an ever-growing, ever-changing world, full of new challenges and information. For the past several years, students have been earning Full Achievement Status after completing fifteen Achievement Levels. For several years, this was sufficient. However, it has become clear to our researchers many important concepts are not included in any of the Learning Modules! Therefore, we are excited to announce a new change in the Learning Track. All students will now be required to complete sixteen Achievement Levels to earn Full Achievement Status.

“Please note that none of your current progress through your Learning Track will be lost or changed. The additional Achievement Level will give you more opportunities to develop critical real-world skills and enjoy more of our top-quality educational products.

“We look forward to working together for years to come on your learning journey. Keep working and remember Knowledge is Power!

“Best regards, Geraldine Barfield, President of EduForce Corporation.”

Jennifer’s lip trembled. The ground under her feet was sliding away. She gripped the sofa.

Melody slurped the last of her grape soda.

“So, another year of this shit?” she said before setting the empty glass on the floor. “Ah well.”

“I can’t,” Jennifer said. “A whole extra year. More videos, modules, never missing a question.”

“You’re tougher than you know, kid.” Melody slapped Jennifer on the shoulder as she slung her backpack over her own. “You’ll figure it out.”

Jennifer batted her hand away. Hot, angry tears rose in her eyes.

“Stop it. What do I do?”

“You know what you do?” Melody sounded serious. “Fuck studying tonight. Read that book. Meet me on the roof at eight. And we will get so shitfaced you won’t remember a thing about that message. At least not for a few hours.”

“Okay. Okay.” Jennifer was beginning to hyperventilate as the room tunneled.

“Don’t sound okay. Sure you don’t want that drink now?”

Jennifer smiled weakly. She closed her eyes.

“You’re just trying to get me drunk so you can get into my pants. Won’t work.”

Melody shrugged.

“Not now. I guess I have to wait until tonight. Just breathe, kid. You’ll be fine.”

“Sorry I am such a mess,” Jennifer said as she embraced Melody, draping her arms around her.

“Everyone is a mess. Just your turn right now.”

Jennifer said nothing for a time as she let Melody hold her. The room was returning to normal, as was her breathing. As soon as Melody left, she would go to the bathroom and take a couple of Relax-Eez. She had been taking them for years, longer than she could remember. Actually, she could remember. Back to the time she first became aware of The Perfect Five. The Perfect Five does not just belong to me, she thought. I have to give credit to all of my supporters. Melody, caffeine, anti-depressants, Relax-Eez, Perk-Eez, sleep deprivation. Without all of these allies, I would not be who I am today.

“I’m sorry about Miss Hammond,” Jennifer said, her voice husky. “Were you her friend?”

Melody shrugged.

“She was a nice old lady. No kids or grandkids, kind of lonely. A little angry.”

“You never told me about her. What did she do?”

“She was a teacher.”


Two: The Human Touch

“By 2034, education in America was unrecognizable. Gone were the brick-and-mortar school buildings, gone were local school districts, gone were classrooms, gone were grade levels, gone were teacher-crafted lessons. In was EduForce. Led by their president, Geraldine Barfield, EduForce had one more major reform to make. They could calibrate and control everything to their aims, but there was one variable they could not control—the teachers. So, they dismissed all the teachers and hired new ones. The new teachers were actors with no educational training, hired to record dynamic, engaging lessons from a script. The role of teacher had literally become a role.”

—The Trough, p.77

Charles Winston knew what to do. Good sense, accepted protocol, and his contract said he must report the student.

He had been so startled when he read the essay that he’d splashed coffee on his flexscreen computer. Nothing startled him anymore, but this did. These words. How does this girl know these words? he wondered. Of course, he could not be sure if the writer was a girl or not. There was no way to know whether the student was male or female, twelve years old or twenty-five, living across the country or down the hall. Charles never met any of his students. They weren’t even his students, though he still liked to think of them as such. He held his finger over the touchscreen, letting it hover over a red button that said, “REPORT TO EDUFORCE.” If Charles touched the button, the essay would disappear, and some authorities—he never knew who—would set to action and address the issue. Charles never found out what happened to the writers of any of those essays.

Charles Winston did not touch the button. Good sense, accepted protocol, and my contract can suck it.

This one would be his secret.

Charles stood. He rolled up the flexscreen, which resembled the placemats his grandmother set on the dining room table decades ago, and walked from his desk to his kitchen. He unrolled the flexscreen over the sink, tore off a single paper towel, and wiped the spilled coffee. He folded the towel in half and wiped again to be sure everything was dry. He threw the towel in a wastebasket.

Charles walked to his window, a forty-eight-inch screen bolted to one wall that showed a constant video feed of outside the Plex. The screen was trimmed with a sash and a windowsill. The video stream never stopped and was fixed at one angle, so it was a very close approximation of the view outside. Charles watched trucks rolling up the six-lane road to the Plex, then pull into to the docking bays. In the distance, the solar train slid along steel tracks. He opened the window, meaning he pressed a button setting it to “open” status. A gentle, cool breeze of recycled air poured in from the vents below the window. The sound of light wind, distant birds, and downshifting trucks emanated from built-in speakers. It felt almost real, making its unreality all the more pointed.

Charles “closed” the window and returned to his desk. The words were still there.

He reread the essay again. He slid his finger down the touchscreen to scroll the text.

Extended Prose Construction Topic #7894

Achievement Grade: 13

Student Identification Number: 880056236

EPC Directions: In the text box below, please create an extended prose construction that responds to the following topic. Your construction will be assessed according to its development, organization, and adherence to proper grammar and sentence structure.

EPC Topic: Many families enjoy eating dinner together, such as a Swanford® Rotisserie Chicken and fresh Vivasprout® Green Beans. Is eating dinner together important to you and your family? Explain why or why not.

EPC Response:

A proper response to this topic is founded on the supposition that I even have a fucking family, which I do not. I am with my third family in the past six years now, and I would rather ingest my own innards and then defecate them than eat your putrid chicken and green beans. I take my own food into my own room each night, where I can banquet like a beast of prey, sullen and lonely, couching in the cave which is my lair, and—it may be—my grave.

As a response, the essay would earn a low score, Charles knew. The student did not actually answer the question and provided little development and few specifics. The use of “fucking” would ruin the score for appropriate word choice. The essay had a strong vocabulary, but that was all. However, these academic concerns faded back in Charles’s consciousness. He read the essay again. Part of it did not sit right with him. Couching in the cave which is my lair. The phrase clung to Charles. The whole sentence did. It just did not fit with the rest of the essay. It was probably plagiarized from somewhere. Plagiarism used to be considered a grave academic offense, but now it was seen as mere sloppiness or laziness. And yet, not even that was the cause of Charles’s disquiet. Where is the phrase from?

Charles did not know why he was so troubled by this. He read thousands and thousands of words every day. There was no evident threat here of self-harm or harm to others, nor was there any sign of fraud.

Seeking distraction, he switched his screen from Work Mode to NewsFeed Mode. Instantly, a long list of headlines, tailored to Charles’s interests, career, and past history, appeared. Charles read a few of the articles, or at least the first paragraph, then moved on. He tried to be up to date on every news development, but it seemed like the same things were happening over and over. The cycle had made Charles angry once. Now he felt only numb resignation.

He shut off the screen again. He went to his sink to wash the morning dishes. There were only two—a bowl and a spoon. The coffee he had been drinking and spilling was now lukewarm, and he dumped it down the drain. Three dishes. He turned the water on and tossed in a dishwasher pellet to make suds. Washing dishes in a sink would be considered quaint and old-fashioned. Everyone had a dishwasher. But Charles thought himself quaint and old-fashioned. At fifty-four, he was old enough to remember a time when people lived in houses, teachers had actual classes with students, and people washed dishes in their sinks by hand. He was also quite sure he was too old to change any of those things.

As he rinsed the bowl, spoon, and cup, he asked himself what was really so bad about dishwashers. Nothing. They make things easier. Maybe that was it. Maybe making things easy could be overdone. Soon, the time would come when no one in America even knew how to wash a dish by hand. Doing things that were difficult and original used to be our country’s greatest strength, he reflected, and now, they are our country’s most atrophied muscle.

He turned off the water. He smiled. Not bad. Would make a great first line of an essay. Or last line. Not that he would write the essay. What was the point? Who would read it? There was no way to even publish it. And then there was the idea itself. Charles grimaced when he realized his parents had said the same thing in their fifties—that the current generation was lazy and unoriginal. Probably his grandparents had said it too. Maybe every generation said it. Charles felt petty and foolish, not profound.

The three dishes lay on the countertop, dripping.

I should get back to work, he thought. Washing three dishes in the middle of the morning. Charles knew procrastination when he saw it.

He sat down and reactivated the screen. He set aside 880056236’s essay and moved on to the next one in his queue. Charles had no control over what responses were sent to him. Computers graded most of the essays. EduForce had designed writing assessment software that could analyze a piece of writing for its development, vocabulary, and grammatical consistency in hundredths of a second. Human readers were unnecessary.

However, the software was unable to detect nuances such as suicidal or homicidal danger. When the assessment software found a suspicious phrase or passage, it forwarded the essay to a reviewer such as Charles who would read it and determine whether or not EduForce needed to take further action. The programs detected plagiarism, but these essays were only marked off for lack of originality.

The last type of response that made its way into Charles’s queue was a composition the software suspected might be fraudulent. As soon as EduForce’s program went into widespread use, students would write—then sell to other students—lengthy compositions of complex and compound sentence structures with a highly sophisticated vocabulary that were utter gibberish. At first, students using these were earning the highest possible scores, until EduForce caught on and began having the software send suspicious work to teachers. “What these essays need,” EduForce said in its hiring materials, “is the human touch.”

The human touch, Charles thought. Has such a salacious-sounding phrase ever been more innocuous and empty?

Charles opened the essay file from the next student. He read it and found a passage in which the student described being “sick to death” of tofu loaf. He marked the essay “Acceptable for Assessment” and sent it back to EduForce, where the machines would administer their scores. Most of the essays he received were like this—perfectly benign and bland, devoid of any apparent risks or dangers, and all that happened was a simple word or phrase in the writing got caught in the program’s algorithms. In his work, Charles did not award a grade or evaluate any writing. His job was to double check the work of the machines.

Charles read two more essays like this before opening one that began:

When hierarchical nomenclature results in a salubrious valediction of malodorous dispensation, the ribald hijinks of multifarious nebulizers, being in a perpetual state of cantankerous and ancillary revocation, presume to defenestrate the antediluvian quagmire.

This was clearly one of the fraudulent essays, designed to trick the assessment software into thinking the writer some sort of linguistic genius. Charles opened the drop-down menu, marked the essay as “Fraudulent,” and returned it to EduForce. The student would receive no credit, thus ruining his score on the Level 14 Achievements. He’d have to take the exam over again, but Charles didn’t feel bad. That’s what he gets for cheating, he thought, though he had no idea whether the student was male or female.

Charles spent the remainder of the hour grading. His delay over 880056236’s essay would cost him some free time. He had daily quotas of essays to read with bonuses for going over. But even at the height of his concentration, he could not stop thinking about the strange sentence. He went back and reread it two, then three times. What does this person know? For a moment, the distance between himself and the writers seemed impossibly vast. He didn’t know their names, faces, personalities, histories, not even their genders. Anger flashed within him. Reporting the essay would only mean playing into the system more, and he was sick of collaborating.

What he wanted to do was leave his apartment, leave the Plex, and find that student and say to him or her personally how sorry he was about their parents. To look a student in the eyes again and engage in a conversation. Selfish. Here I am daydreaming about talking with a student and undermining the entire educational system, even if it means putting a young person’s life in danger. He scolded himself for the thought. But it did not go away.

Charles turned back to the other essays. He commanded his AIPA to play his Baroque station he used for working. It featured Bach, Handel, and other composers whose steady rhythms and tempered dynamics settled his mind into a productive state. However, today, his thoughts could not stay focused on his work. The music was distracting, irritating. He barked a command to switch to the metal station. The speakers poured out heavily distorted guitar, blast beat drums, and vocal snarls and growls. Charles used the music to block out the distracting thoughts, but even after he barked, “Raise volume! Raise volume!” at his AIPA until the apartment thundered with sound, the troubling essay cut through his mind clearly. The harder he tried to concentrate, the more that sentence forced itself on his consciousness. Where I can banquet like a beast of prey, sullen and lonely, couching in the cave which is my lair, and—it may be—my grave.

Charles stopped typing and leaned back in his chair. He stopped fighting and let his mind daydream about the mystery student. She was shy and timid, the offspring of two oppressive, perfectionist parents. They demanded she earn fives on every Achievement Level, and when she earned a four one year, she was beaten ruthlessly. She had a wild imagination, so she kept a secret file on her flexscreen for a diary, which she showed to no one, and vowed never to reveal. Now, she was going to send her rage out into the world, not caring who read it, not caring that her actions would sabotage her own GPA.

Charles laughed at himself and shook his head. It was all so romantic and predictable, the quiet, troubled kid who lived a secret, imaginative life—

Romantic.

He bolted upright, nearly falling flat with remembering. He told the AIPA to shut up, and the stereo went quiet. Charles scrambled across the suddenly silent apartment, falling over his feet as he came to his tiny bookshelf. A bookshelf was the embodiment of unnecessary archaism in 2051. The truth was Charles could not whittle down his book collection any further. During the Recycling drives, he had been unable to part with these titles.

He paused for a moment as he touched the gray covers of the book he had published a decade before. The Trough. He had been proud of it at the time. It was his dream that every teacher in America would read it and wake up, but it received crushing silence in reception. He had not written since.

Charles ran his fingers along the spines until he came to “Anthology of British Romantic Poetry.” He opened the covers, feeling the pages flick between his fingers. He could not remember which poem that line had come from, or which poet had written it, but he knew as soon as his eyes hit the right page—one of nine hundred in the volume—he would remember.

And there it was.

The Lament of Tasso by Lord Byron. He remembered the poem from college. It was about an Italian poet who was locked in an insane asylum. Byron had imagined the cruelty of being imprisoned, stifling his wild imagination. The poem had haunted and inspired Charles as an undergraduate, even causing him to write some bad imitative poetry himself.

How does this student know Byron? Charles asked himself, then he asked the question aloud to his empty apartment.

I have to find out who this kid is. The need was urgent, beyond reason, beyond all the prohibitions and restrictions. But there was no way to contact or interact with the student. Students and essay reviewers were kept strictly anonymous and separate.

No, Charles thought. There is a way.

He scrambled back to his feet and hopped in his chair. Thinking back to when he was first hired by EduForce sixteen years earlier, he opened the file for the EduForce essay reviewer manual. He could have asked his AIPA to locate the instructions, but using the disembodied voice never came naturally to Charles, and he knew it never would. His eyes scanned the flickering pages for the instructions he sought.

He soon found them.

Sec. 7.a. Providing Advanced Feedback to Students

In most cases, the Assessment Score of 1-5 is adequate feedback for student writing. However, if an Essay Reviewer feels additional explanations would benefit the student, the Reviewer may write an explanation of no more than two hundred words. All explanations must address elements of the essay only and should not elaborate beyond the scope of the writing task. Be aware that EduForce may monitor any messages sent through the Additional Explanation feature.

Charles then read the directions for opening the text box. The software did not make it simple or clear. Charles never left additional feedback for students. The sheer volume of essays he had to read—usually a couple of hundred per day—made taking even two or three minutes to write feedback unfeasible. And besides, he would never see or speak with the students anyway, and they would have no opportunity to make any changes to their composition. He might as well have thrown the time and words into a giant pit.

Charles followed the directions from the manual and brought up a small text box on the screen. Now what to write, he wondered. He was not sure what to say, and he knew EduForce would read whatever he wrote. It would have to be clever, oblique, encoded.

Charles stretched. He shook out his hands, as if to awaken them.

What do I say?

QWERTY keypads were another relic of the past, now nearly everyone used an AIPA, but their layout comforted Charles. The words flowed better from his fingers than from his lips.

Well, let me start typing. See what comes out.

You know Byron? Great! Let’s meet for coffee and discuss poetry! Sincerely, Charles Winston.

Charles chuckled to himself as he reached for the “delete” key. It had been fun just to type. He tried again, seriously this time.

You have provided an interesting take on this essay topic. Your use of Byron is an unorthodox approach. Further development would make this a stronger essay, and your use of profanity is not appropriate for academic writing.

Charles deleted this one, as well. Even if the student read his message, what would he or she do about it? He knew he needed to leave some clue, some call to action. But it would be a violation of EduForce policy, of Federal education laws, and of basic appropriateness to even try to have a conversation with a student.

Who cares? Things were not always this way. Why must they be this way now? What do I have to lose? I know exactly what I have to lose.

He drummed his fingers on the desk. If he was going to send the student a message, he would have to be smart about it. Smarter than the people at EduForce.

And then he realized.

He didn’t have to be smarter than people. People would not be the ones who would catch him. It would be computer programs. Algorithms. Software.

When hierarchical nomenclature results in a salubrious valediction of malodorous dispensation. Charles remembered the sentence he had read that morning. That student had been foolish. The software had known immediately it was not writing. So, Charles would have to be smarter.

If you want to call or meet to discuss Lord Byron or any other poets

Charles deleted the line. The software would surely be checking for phrases like “want to call” and “meet.” More subtlety needed.

If you are of a like mind, then

Then what? How would he actually get the message through?

If you are of a like mind, then you might enjoy this poem:

Okay, so a poem it is. How can I tell her how to reach me without really saying it? Then he remembered a puzzle a teacher had shown him years before.

Tiger oh cat

Fascinating tiger pussycat

Oh, oh, pussycat…

Almost there, Charles thought. That last word was a tough one. His mind raced through all the long words he knew, no matter how absurd or unusable.

indefatigability

Charles counted on his fingers, smiled, and leaned back in his chair and reviewed his poem. It was not perfect. It made no sense, and the software might get suspicious over the last word. But not many words would fit what he needed. So “indefatigability” would have to stay. He scrutinized the lines many, many times, considering and reconsidering whether he was making an awful mistake. Or whether the student who received the message would understand it, or even bother to look at it. There were so many “ifs,” so many ways his wish would go unfulfilled. But the longer he delayed and second-guessed himself, the more certain he was of his mission. It might not work. He might even suffer severe consequences just for attempting. But failing to attempt would be the most humiliating defeat of all. It would mean EduForce, and everything it stood for, had won forever. He held his finger over the “Submit Feedback” button on the screen. He stared at the words again. He touched the button.

There, he thought. Stick that up your algorithm.

He abandoned any hope of getting work done that day and powered down his flexscreen. He knew this rare bout of unproductivity would come back to harm him. Reviewers were paid based on a ranking system, and they were ranked based on how many essays they graded per day. This one lost day of work would drop his ratio for the week, and the following week his paycheck would be smaller. The scholarly version of piecemeal, sweatshop labor.

Charles went to his bookshelf and pulled out a tattered paperback. The book was one of the few he had saved from the Recycling Purges. The title was Border Patrols. It was a thriller, almost fifty years old, and its spine held together with tape. It had been a book he bought and read while in middle school. It was about a poor, working father who becomes involved with a drug smuggling operation in southern California to get unapproved drugs from Mexico for his sick children. Charles had not been quite the right audience for the book when he read it. There were a handful of mild sex scenes and some rough language that shocked and titillated him. The car chases, interrogations, and gunfights had burned in his imagination. He had reread it every few years since then.

As he grew to be a better critical reader, and was exposed to the classics, he came to realize the novel was riddled with weaknesses, flat dialogue, and unbelievable characters. It was just not very good. But in Charles’s personal canon, the constellation of books that deeply impacted him as a young reader, few novels had a greater impact on him. It was not the plot or the characters, but the moral core of the story that held him. Up to age thirteen, in all his reading experience, protagonists truly were “good guys” who did good things to achieve good ends. No one broke rules, or if they did, they were swiftly forgiven in light of the positive results. But in Border Patrols, the main character violated laws to protect his loved ones and mete out justice. As a young teen, Charles was stunned to learn the world did not always operate neatly. He could not imagine himself breaking laws, not even to save his family. So, the book buried itself into his consciousness, and every few years he reread it, each time recalling how the author had so swiftly pulled his moral certainty of the universe out from under him.

He turned to a random chapter in the middle—by now, he knew the book so well it didn’t matter where he started reading—and entered the story. But after ten pages, he jolted upright at the sound of an alert from his flexscreen. An incoming message, then another. He climbed off the sofa and turned the screen on. The first message was from an unrecognized number. Had the student figured out his poem so quickly? Was this a reply? His heart leaped in his chest. Trembling, he opened the message.

I think we are “of a like mind,” like you said. That poem you sent, “Tiger oh cat” was pretty easy.

Charles was amazed. He had thought his puzzle would be too difficult. “Tiger oh cat.” Two syllables, then “oh” for zero, then one syllable. Area code 201. Charles doubted one student in twenty thousand, a hundred thousand, could figure out a puzzle like that anymore. He read on.

I live in the Tiger oh cat. You must too. Within the Tiger oh cat, I am indefatigability territoriality. You?

Indefatigability territoriality, Charles thought, counting syllables on his fingers. Eight-seven. The student must live in Plex 87, too. What are the chances?

Breathless, he hit “REPLY.”

Me too.

Charles sent the message. He was floating, suspended in anticipation. Now they both knew they lived in the same Plex. Could they meet? If so, where? In public? If he was seen with a student—and there was not an inch of space inside the Plex that was out of range of a camera—then he would be fired.

He did not have a chance to follow up his message. About two minutes later, he received a reply.

Tonight, at indefatigability. Under the stars and behind the sun. North wall. Byron will be there.

Meet at eight, Charles reasoned. But under the stars and under the sun?

He thought about it. Under the stars, certainly. It would be dusk at that time. While he mulled over that puzzle, he opened the second message. It was a vidmessage, so he played it. The video featured a young man in a suit in front of a neutral background. The man, whose face was pleasantly nondescript, seemed poised between gentle smile and stern scowl. Charles played the vidmessage.

“Hello, Charles Winston. I am Mr. Chambers, your personal EduForce agent. You recently sent advanced feedback to a student in response to an essay prompt. Please be advised any extra-educational communication between students and teachers is expressly forbidden. All EduForce resources are to be used for solely educational purposes. Any deviation from the scripted educational process will be prosecuted. Thank you for your dedication to our students!”

Well, I’m on their radar now. But the thought thrilled rather than intimidated him. I’m going to meet a student today, for the first time in sixteen years. We are going to talk about Byron. And I am going to break the rules.


Three: Molding the Minds of America

“EduForce claims to produce engaging lessons that are finely tuned to modern educational standards. Through celebrity testimonials, expensive advertising campaigns, and other forms of propaganda, they have brainwashed an entire generation to believe EduForce education is the only education. Exploring beyond approved materials is irregular, pointless, and dangerous. The rotten truth is that all EduForce products and curricula are bent toward five aims:

1) Create a permanent, semi-educated, shallowly skilled class of workers.

2) Segregate that class into inferior Plex colleges, distinct from the elite in their prestigious universities.

3) Promote a facsimile of critical thinking while in fact disabling critical ability.

4) Dissolve the autonomy of districts and states in education policy.

5) Make students into gullible, reliable consumers.”

—The Trough, p.6

Jennifer refused to read The Trough.

She set the book on her desk and stared at it with contempt. How could Melody bring that into my apartment? she thought. If her mother found it, there would be trouble, no doubt about it. Probably a bilingual tirade, probably a backhand or two. She could hide it from her, but not forever. She was good at hiding things. She had hidden Melody for three months before her mother realized they were together. But then her mother found a package of cheese puffs in the kitchen she didn’t recognize from any of her grocery orders. It had resulted in a lot of cursing and yelling and ¡Dios mío! and a slap that left a bruise on Jennifer’s cheek. The discovery of a book from Melody? Jennifer shuddered to think of the consequences.

They are not illegal, Jennifer told herself, but it brought little comfort. Books didn’t need to be illegal. Between the financial incentives to Recycle and the social pressure to get rid of every shred of paper in a household, keeping an old book was seen as foolish.

Jennifer had fond memories of Recyclings as a child. Gathering on the lawn outside the Plex, everyone piling books into a dumpster, the scent of cotton candy and barbecue wafting through the air as music blared on the PA system. She had carried an armful of old paperbacks that had belonged to her recently deceased great-aunt and tossed them in with the rest, then went to claim her reward—two dollars per book, twenty-four dollars in total. It was terrific fun, especially for the children of the Plex. Now there weren’t Recycling parties very often anymore, maybe once a year, but nearly every book in Plex 87 was gone. A sense of great community pride came with that accomplishment. Everyone knew Recycling was good for the environment.

Back to work, she thought. She could shut out distractions like few of her peers could, which made it all the more frustrating when Melody and The Trough lingered in her awareness.

She stared at the words on the screen. Her words. Her finest words. Her application essay for the Scholarship.

In the following essay, I will elucidate three primary reasons why I, Jennifer Calderón, should be awarded the extremely prestigious honor of The Merit Scholarship. My first reason is that I am a very hard worker and will do all of the modules and edugames assigned to me in university. My second reason is that The Universities are very prestigious and honorable and I would like to be a part of them. My third reason is that I am a Perfect Five. That is my most important reason. I will now explain to you each of these reasons in the following essay.

It had taken her nearly a week to compose the introduction, and she beamed with pride as she stared at the words glowing on her screen. They are good words, she thought. Not just the words, but the arrangement, was what she admired. The crisp clarity, the neat ordering of thought, the strict adherence to essay format: in so many ways it was the embodiment of a perfect essay. One sentence in the introduction—“That is my most important reason”— deviated a little from essay format. But she thought it was such an important idea it needed to be highlighted. It might be the little nudge that would set her essay apart from the other, more pedestrian ones.

Still, she knew it needed work. The vocabulary could always use improvement. Vocabulary replacement was the easiest way to accumulate points. She replaced “hard worker” with “diligent pupil.” She deleted “do all the modules” and wrote “complete all required modules and assessments.” Jennifer double and triple checked her sentences to be sure they were error-free and complete.

Jennifer sat on her bed, leaning against the wall. She folded her arms in satisfaction as she chewed a Perk-Eez. The essay introduction was certainly the finest thing she had ever written. And she had not yet begun the body paragraphs. She trembled with anticipation at how grand the final piece of writing would be.

Still, The Trough sat there on the desk, inert and threatening.

I have work to do, she thought. So much work now. But work could wait. It would wait. She would be bad instead. There were different kinds of bad. There was getting drunk on the roof with Melody bad, and there was reading a book bad. The second one was worse.

She opened The Trough.

The Trough: A Manifesto

If you were born in the twenty-first century and went to a public school, you have received an education that is worse than worthless. Your education is toxic. You have been force-fed a steady diet of lies, misdirection, and false hope. You have been led to believe that by completing your education, you will be a better thinker, a better citizen, and a better employee when you enter the job market. You have been told studying and working hard and performing well on your exams should be important to you because these challenges will one day reap benefits to you in your career and your life. You have been told knowledge is power. You have been lied to.

She tried her hardest to read, but her eyes seemed to slide all over the page, unable to latch onto any words or meanings. She had little experience reading on paper. The screens she read on were responsive and user-adapted. On EduForce reading programs, if her retina lingered on a word, a definition and synonyms would appear. If she reread a line, the screen would offer to read it out loud to her and to analyze the sentence. These words, however, sat limply on the page. Jennifer could not remember ever exerting so much effort to make sense of a paragraph. And it did not adhere to proper paragraph structure: topic sentence, supporting sentence, and three supporting details. Whoever Charles Winston was, he was clearly not a skilled writer.

“Hi Jennifer,” Carlita interrupted. Jennifer snapped the book shut and shoved it under her pillow. “You have a new message. Shall I—You have two new messages. Shall I read them to you?”

“Sure.”

“Both are from Melody Park. The first one says, ‘Oh shit oh shit oh shit. Jen pick up I have the most grip news ever to tell you.’ The next one says, ‘Never mind I’m coming over. See you in a minute.’ Do you wish to reply?”

The flat electronic tone of the doorbell sounded in the house.

“No, Carlita. That’s fine. Thank you.”

“Always a pleasure. By the way, I notice twenty-four days ago, you ordered a new mod-skin for your flexscreen. Would you say you are satisfied with your purchase?”

“Uh, yes. Bye, Carlita—”

“Can I interest you in other accessories for your flexscreen or—”

“No, ’lita. Go away.”

The AIPA paused briefly. In the silence, the doorbell chimed again.

“Very well,” Carlita said in a tone Jennifer thought was a little terse. “Enjoy your day.”

Jennifer opened the door and Melody burst in. She had dyed her hair in the few hours that had passed since they last spoke. Now, slightly off center, a pink streak cut through the black.

“You get my message?”

“Yes, I just—”
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