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FOR MY MOM






A woman tells me

the story of a small wild bird

—JANE HIRSHFIELD, 1988

The sea can do craziness, it can do smooth,

It can lie down like silk breathing

Or toss havoc shoreward; it can give

gifts or withhold all; it can rise, ebb, froth

like an incoming frenzy of fountains, or it can

sweet-talk entirely. As I can too,

and so, no doubt, can you, and you.

—MARY OLIVER, 2012

She who is perpetually unspooling and reforming

tinsel and twine and a blue plastic thread

into a nest for her wren

has more to teach us than

any book could.

—SANSA HÎNCU, 2031
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1 Maggie


Zone 874, Pacific Ocean

29 Days Post-Launch

Although she was hundreds of miles away from any actual dove or sparrow, Maggie woke to the sound of birds. She rolled onto her side, the memory foam cradling the weight of her hip as she awkwardly maneuvered herself to face the sunrise. She assumed the Routine Engineers played the recording every morning to ground her in something familiar, but there was no one she could ask.

The sun hovered just below the horizon, barely visible through the thin layer of fog that blanketed the Pacific Ocean. On Maggie’s first morning, she could barely pull her eyes away from the thousands of shades the ocean and sky held. Now she hardly bothered to glance at the rolling waves that gently rocked her waterlocked Pod. Only a month in, and the ocean had already become little more than wallpaper to her.

A damp cinnamon smell wafted from her bedside table and Maggie sat up to receive the latte that had emerged from a coaster-sized opening. Leaning against the bed’s low backboard for support, she tilted back the cup. The solution of crushed root vegetables and mushrooms coated her tongue, leaving a slightly fungal aftertaste that felt like confirmation of the adaptogens’ efficacy, even as their grit made her gag. When Maggie could see the brown sludge that coated the bottom of the mug, she placed it back on the coaster, triggering its descent into the table at the same time her gratitude journal slid out from a lower compartment. A sense of satisfaction from her devotion to her own health momentarily cut through the loneliness and boredom. She rested her hand against her swollen abdomen and took a deep, cleansing breath of purified air before retrieving the journal.

“Spin class begins in fifteen minutes. May I begin preparations?” Emmie’s voice came from the column that rose from the center of the Pod to the peak of the domed glass walls that encased Maggie like a cloche force-flowering a seed.

During Orientation, Maggie had selected the founder, Emmett Neal, as the voice for Emmie, the therapeutic AI the Pod came equipped with. Although there were now countless tones and dialects to choose from—including, creepily, her own—Maggie still preferred Emmett, who had always voiced her Emmies.

“Sure,” Maggie answered, stretching her arms, and then the word into two unnaturally high-pitched syllables. It was the same tone she used when critics and collectors used to visit the small, contemporary Japanese art gallery off Highland. She’d worked there for years as an assistant, even after she realized her interest in art was limited to centuries long past.

As soon as she completed her journal response, Maggie slipped out of bed and into a matching set of cream-colored leggings and a sports bra. The Pod similarly transformed itself: the glass clouded to let in less light as a floor tile flipped over, its smooth surface replaced by a bike perched on a platform. It was a similar model to the one she had used in her apartment, with slightly updated features.

Maggie leaned forward to tug her bra down, securing the band beneath her breasts, and stepped into the narrow clip-on shoes, which felt stiff after so much time spent barefoot. She hopped on the bike, locking her shoes into the pedals, and placed the VR goggles that dangled from its handlebars over her eyes. They automatically tightened around her head as her EarDrums activated, transforming the Pod into a narrow road. Maggie straightened her arms against the handles to arch her back as she waited for class to begin.

Emmie’s authoritative yet warm voice filled the air as if the sky were equipped with speakers: “Welcome, Maggie! Get started pedaling at an easy pace as I tell you a little bit about today’s ride.” She explained the “game plan,” which consisted of rolling hills and eight sprinted intervals that would sweep her through gorges with moderate inclines on a road long since lost to an avalanche of erosion on New Zealand’s South Island.

Maggie pushed her heels down into a passive stretch before she slowly began pedaling, taking in the scenery. The gravel road led straight into the base of the Southern Alps, threading a crystal-blue river and pine-dotted meadow as Emmie’s voice brimmed with motivation, indicating it was time to begin the warm-up. Maggie mirrored the cadence of the pace-setting avatars in front of her and began pedaling down the road, against the flow of the river. She focused on their feet, allowing herself to be hypnotized by their rhythm, left-right-left-right-left-right…

Maggie had just crested her first “rolling hill” when she heard a prehistoric screech so jarringly out of place against the calm, it ripped her out of her flow. She pulled the goggles off just in time to see a flash of white disappear into the water. It happened so quickly, she almost doubted her eyes until she saw a head pop back up to the surface, victorious with a tiny fish in its mouth. Without averting her gaze, Maggie stopped pedaling. She had a sense that if she even blinked, the spell would be broken and the bird would disappear.

The bird bobbed buoyant on the surface of the ocean, unaware of Maggie, who’d carefully unclipped and was now inching in a low crawl across the Pod’s tiles toward it. It was preoccupied with the task of rearranging the fish into a position it could swallow, until its erratic head flicked in her direction. For a brief moment, Maggie was afraid the bird would take off. She froze as it lifted its wings slightly, then settled back down, apparently deciding the threat wasn’t worth the effort.

It had been nearly two weeks since Maggie had seen any bird or wildlife that didn’t come from the ocean itself, and, despite the Pod’s seamless glass dome, she could only guess at her exact coordinates, the endless blue affording occasional, subtle hints as to where she might be. It felt so remote, she might as well be on another planet.

Once, a water bottle with writing Maggie recognized as Thai floated against the rim of her Pod, though that hardly confirmed her location, beyond what she already knew from Orientation. She and the other Travelers were somewhere in the Intertropical Convergence Zone, or the ITCZ. Its name made it sound more intimidating than it actually was: a dead zone along the equator notorious for trapping sailboats for months, but ideal for a vessel that was built to hardly move at all. Its nickname, the Doldrums, felt somehow friendlier. Its other nickname, the Trash Highway, was given for the floating debris that also got caught there, though Maggie had yet to see anything larger than the bottle. It had spent several days knocking against the side before the current took it to whatever trash heap would serve as its final resting place.

The bird let out a low, guttural squawk. It looked like something you might find in Hawai’i. From this distance, Maggie could see its thin red tail spread elegantly behind it. Its light-pink beak was turned down in a permanent, contemplative frown, made even more dramatic by the smudges of charcoal-black that lined its eyes. It was a bird of paradise. Maggie suddenly felt determined to identify and understand the bird, with an instinct that seemed to belong to Noa more than it did to her.

For as long as Maggie had known Noa, she was always rescuing things. She had saved snails, feral cats, an injured skunk, and every one of Maggie’s houseplants. Maggie had once watched Noa mindlessly—almost automatically—nudge an errant nasturtium back into the safety of a neighbor’s flower box as they walked past it, protecting it from a violent fate by a stroller or jogger.

On one of their first dates, Noa had arrived to pick her up with a dog. Maggie had opened her screen door and extended the back of her hand toward the animal’s broad face, then retracted it when she realized the creature was covered in mud.

“I didn’t know you had a dog.” She had only known Noa for a few days at that point, but Maggie already loved the way her lips rested in a smile, primed to broaden into a full, infectious grin at any moment.

Noa was holding the dog by a piece of twine knotted haphazardly around its neck. Actually, Maggie realized, both Noa and the dog were covered in dirt. Noa’s short fingernails still had mud caked under them from her weekend spent volunteering at a local farm, thin crescents of black earth.

“I don’t,” Noa explained, bending down to scratch the dog’s ear, both of them smiling, “but she darted in front of my car as I was driving over.” The image of Noa hitting the brakes, then welcoming the dog into her passenger seat (the trunk wouldn’t have even occurred to her) made Maggie smile.

“It was just a few blocks away,” she added, “and I didn’t want to be late, but could we head back to see if we can find her owner before dinner?” By now, her grin had attained its full, natural state.

Maggie briefly wondered what would happen if she said no. Would Noa write her off as callous? Refuse to see her again? Come back to get her once Noa had joined the dog with its family? Noa was oblivious to the fact that Maggie had rushed home from work to get ready, the half-moons of her own nails diligently cleaned before she had applied a neutral, barely-there pink polish.

Of course she said yes. She would have adopted the dog on the spot if Noa had asked. There was a confidence to Noa that made it seem like every suggestion she made was the right one, a quirk that might have been a flaw if she didn’t also listen to Maggie like she was the most important person in the world.

Noa still hadn’t seen the inside of Maggie’s apartment, but if she was curious she hid it well. Maggie left the door wide open as she turned back to grab her purse off the bed while Noa bent down to rub the dog’s face, not so much as glancing toward the light emanating from the bedroom.

“You look beautiful, by the way,” Noa said, rising, when Maggie turned from locking the front door. Her hand took Maggie’s, pulling her in so that their bodies pressed together completely. Noa’s lips lingered on hers past the point of an appropriate greeting for a second (or had it been third?) date, but Maggie stood still, willing Noa to do the same as they breathed the same air. After a few seconds, the dog barked, and they both smiled, their lips curving together with a natural comfort that belied the few days they’d known each other.

By the time they found the dog’s owner, Noa had already named her. She called her Tocaya, the Spanish word for “namesake.” She loved that it also meant “touch” in Portuguese, her mother’s native language. It turned out to be the perfect name, considering Tocaya’s warmth toward everyone she met. Each time they approached a house, Tocaya would wag her tail so fiercely, Maggie and Noa were sure they were at the right one, until they learned they couldn’t trust her—she was just happy to be on a tour of the neighborhood, and seemed to have no interest in cutting the evening short by heading home.

“Or, we could adopt her,” Noa said at one point, as they walked away from yet another house.

“We?” Maggie answered.

“Yes, we,” Noa said, grasping her hand and flashing a smile. “I mean, technically she’d be my copilot. I could maybe even train her to herd. She’d have to earn her keep. But I think we can arrange visiting rights.”

“Every other weekend and holiday?” Maggie joked back.

“Fuck that.” Noa rolled her eyes. “She’d need to see you every day.”

“Oh, would she?” Maggie teased, raising her eyebrows.

From the very beginning, there had been no games—although they did, to Maggie’s immense relief, finally find the dog’s owner. Noa liked Maggie, and Maggie liked Noa. They were a “we” from the instant they met, settling comfortably into a routine that felt different from any relationship Maggie’d had since college. Another way to tell it was that Noa adopted Maggie that night, staking her claim. Both far from family, they could be each other’s family. Maggie wanted to walk into Noa’s arms and never leave them. Let them envelop her in dirt and earth and grime.

The memory of being held by Noa sent a pang of guilt through Maggie so sharp she physically recoiled. It felt back then like there was nothing easier in the world. Noa: bringing just three boxes to move into Maggie’s apartment, the bottom of one filled with rose quartz and rocks; gripping Maggie’s hips as she pressed her mouth, like a deep kiss, between her legs; naming her favorite trees on their block after old Hollywood actors, then greeting Garland, Brando, or Mae every time they walked past. Noa hadn’t named a single plant or tree at the company-subsidized apartment complex they moved to as soon as she was hired at WellCorp. Maybe that was when everything began to go wrong.

Maggie knew Noa wanted to go back to the ways things were before she had taken the job, but was that possible? And did Maggie even want that? Even now, she tried to forget the memories she had of herself before WellCorp: constantly feeling like something was missing, just out of reach; waking every morning with her brows tightly knit, then consciously relaxing her face into something softer so Noa wouldn’t see; standing for hours at the gallery saddled with the nagging sense that there had to be more to life. It was impossible for Maggie to simply think of Noa now. Any memory was an attempt to either justify her guilt, punish herself, or explain away what she had done. Her entire life could be defined by jobs, relationships, apartments, and conversations she’d fallen into, then itched to get out of. She was always combing through them for clues, even as an invisible riptide pulled her away.

Maggie walked awkwardly across the Pod’s slick tiles in her cycling shoes and retrieved her Device from the small desk. She swiped to WellCorp’s preloaded app, which contained every recorded song, book, movie, and television show. She had access to it all, a modern Voyager Golden Record, so long as Emmie decided it was productive to reaching her peak fulfillment.

The cursor glided across the bar as she typed in tropical bird species. Millions of results funneled in, organized by relevance: a novel about a runaway, poetry inspired by the Hawai’ian Islands, something titled Birds of a Lesser Paradise. She tried again: audubon, ornithology, seabird encyclopedia. Millions of results crossed her screen, none of which yielded the database she’d hoped for.

Maggie wanted to believe that the Device’s omission was for her own protection, but felt a twinge of injustice for the bird, whose identity had been veiled in unchosen anonymity. Sometimes the Pod’s omissions felt arbitrary—she had only wanted to know its name.

The bird bore little resemblance to Tocaya, its reptilian brain several branches away on the tree of evolution. She named it after the dog anyway. It had finished eating and was now floating perfectly still, watching the ocean for bits of food too small for Maggie to see. Behind her, the Pod rearranged itself, shifting furniture for her next activity, but Maggie stood, her face nearly touching the glass. The bird could take flight any second, and she wanted to be there when it did.

Time never behaved the way Maggie wanted it to. She often had the sense that she was watching her life slip through her fingers like sand. She ached for more time with Noa, even though it had been her idea to get away. The Pod was supposed to provide that pause, to give her more time to understand what she wanted to do with her future. She’d expected that the uninterrupted time in nature would transform her, or at the very least give her clarity, but it had already been a month and she was no closer to a decision.






2 Emmett


Malibu, California

50 Days Pre-Launch

Two sharp knocks sounded on Emmett’s dressing room door, which opened without a pause for her response.

“Five minutes,” barked the producer who leaned in, holding her palm straight out to indicate the urgency of the message. Five.

Emmett nodded without looking up. She was sitting in front of a vanity, cradling her forehead in her palms. As soon as she heard the click of the door latch, she lifted her head to meet her own reflection. Crow’s-feet had formed in recent years, making her look almost as exhausted as she felt, even with the mirror’s flattering software, which reflected back smoothed lines through an artificial filter. She ran her hands over the crown of her head, down to the sleek, low ponytail a stylist had secured. A few coarse grays threatened to announce themselves by springing above the strands of auburn, dyed only slightly “warmer” than her natural dark brunette.

The first few lines of her speech hovered in midair, partially obscuring her reflection. She tried to focus on the words projected by her Lobe-Embedded Neural-Interfacing Stereopticon, or Lens for short. The semipermanent contact lenses created seamless augmented reality projections, but could also read her thoughts, anticipate her desires, and offer gentle suggestions for optimizing her physical and mental wellness, thanks to the hair-thin electrodes they were connected to inside her brain.

Imagine, Emmett mouthed to her reflection, practicing the first word of her speech.

Emmett wished, as she always did before delivering keynotes, that her mother, Sansa, was still alive to see that all of their hard work, the pain and heartbreak they’d both endured, had been worth it. It felt unreasonably cruel that she had died just months before the release of WellNests, the groundbreaking wellness and entertainment systems that had made Emmett among the wealthiest, and equal parts revered and despised, founders practically overnight. It was a level of success that would have been unfathomable to anyone, especially Sansa’s parents who had fled eastern Moldova for Portland, Oregon, the same day the Soviet Socialist Republic collapsed.

Despite living in America for most of their adult lives, they’d never felt settled in their new home, choosing to burrow into their insular Slavic community as Sansa worked her way from Britney Spears back to the Beatles while devouring books by American authors. She’d always planned on moving to California, the tantalizingly close border state she’d never visited but knew intimately through Joni’s Laurel Canyon and Joan’s Haight-Ashbury. But it was photos of a liberal arts college in northern Georgia, with its hundred-year-old stone buildings nestled against a bright-red autumn forest, that had stopped her in her tracks during her high school’s college fair. She pored over the pamphlets, channeling the faces of the students walking bikes along a brick path as she filled out her Common App and worked odd jobs to barely cover the out-of-state tuition. Their carefree Americana smiles seduced her with their promises, and they would have fulfilled them if not for Emmett’s father.

Sansa was only three semesters away from graduating with a degree in English Literature when she found out she was pregnant. She would later joke that she had successfully completed them as trimesters. To her credit, Sansa never made Emmett feel responsible for her dropping out and returning to Portland. She hadn’t been that interested in school anyway and would insist, “Mother Nature is my teacher.” Sansa repeated the refrain throughout Emmett’s childhood as an excuse or an explanation, adopting it as her mantra, but one that never spared Emmett from studying.

After school, Emmett would retreat to the backyard that housed her grandfather’s woodworking station. She built a hideaway underneath his worktable, which he tolerated in exchange for the quiet it bought him. Like a bird, Emmett assembled her nest over months, pulling in old pillows, fabrics, and blankets where she tucked away library books. She tacked an old bedsheet to the front edge of the table, and her grandfather helped her secure Christmas tree lights around the perimeter.

Emmett’s Moldovan and Russian were as fleeting as her grandfather’s English, but they bonded over their shared appreciation of isolation, remaining mute in solidarity, even when they heard her grandmother calling for them or her parents’ fighting. Inside, with the sheet pulled down, the lights bathed the pages of her books in a soft glow. If her grandfather was working, the shavings would rain down from his lathe along the back wall, covering her page in a light dusting of oak or maple every time he blew the dust away.

Years later, Emmett’s team of publicists would use these roots to explain her first product, when her story became Her Story, repeated in interviews to make her relatable and her company sound more democratic. At this point, the publicists’ embellishments were so tightly woven into reality, it was impossible to decipher which was which anymore.

“Three minutes until places!” Emmett heard the same producer shout, shocking her out of her train of thought. She glanced down to scroll through the speech, blinking away the notification that recommended a short breathwork session to lower her signs of stress.

Emmett had been mindlessly thumbing the microchip embedded just below the skin of her wrist, pinching and kneading it to the surface. As the founder of WellCorp, she was among the first to receive the Injectible implant, just a few years before Lenses added an additional, far more sophisticated cognitive level of processing to the physical data the Injectible still provided. These days, the Injectible chips were nearly undetectable—most doctors included them as a package with vaccine administration to newborns—attached to the cephalic vein for location accuracy, but hers floated around her wrist.

Emmett pinched the chip between her thumb and forefinger, squeezing it against her skin like a pimple. She released and it floated back into her body, a container for artifacts she had invented. A faint bruise bloomed where she’d been gripping the sharp edges of the square.

The producer opened her door, not even bothering to announce herself with a knock this time. “Ms. Neal? Are you ready?”

She’d always hated that she didn’t have the same last name as her mother and grandparents, Hîncu. She loved her father, but had never really known his family. Her name was a reminder of her untethered roots, that she didn’t really belong anywhere.

Emmett followed the producer and a team of handlers glued to their Devices, outdated pieces of technology that people still preferred to use as the handheld extension of their Lenses, but when she stepped onto the stage to take her place, she was alone.

She took a deep breath, feeling the warmth of the stage lights on her as they brightened with her entrance. She had been teasing this announcement for months. As soon as the applause settled, the room fell silent with anticipation.

“Imagine a place where the closest person is miles away, but everything you need is within arm’s reach.” Emmett’s Lens broadcast her voice into the auditorium audience’s EarDrums, microscopic speakers attached to their actual eardrums, and to at least 3.4 million more—she had to assume numbers were up—streaming her keynote from home.

“Imagine,” she repeated, “a retreat free of distractions, where each person can be entirely devoted to nurturing his, her, or their own well-being.” It was pathetic, Emmett thought, how easy it was to captivate an audience of software engineers, investors, and journalists. Her lilting rhythm held them raptured as effectively as if she were presenting candy to a circle of toddlers.

She lifted her hands in calculated emphasis before delivering the next line projected in teleprompt from her Lens, the bruise on her wrist colliding against her leg. A grimace—too brief, Emmett hoped, for anyone to notice—flashed across her trained face.

“WellCorp has long provided an accessible and affordable sanctuary for millions of people.” She paused, smiling humbly in appreciation of the applause. “When I first launched WellNests a decade ago, I made it my purpose—our purpose—to provide an escape from the challenges and banalities of day-to-day life, in turn maximizing the potential of our entire universal society. WellNests are now in nearly every home in America.”

She could practically hear her Director of Publicity saying, Make it personal, as she delivered just the right balance of nostalgic empathy and aplomb: “When my grandparents moved to America almost seventy years ago, they never could have imagined a generation so unencumbered by bias and inequity, that mental health care and education could be accessible to all.” It was admittedly a stretch, but one sanctioned by Legal.

“Our mission—better the individual, for the benefit of the community—has never felt more realized. This newest venture is a quantum leap for wellness achievement, and I am thrilled to finally announce our dream has become a reality.”

Emmett pushed her shoulders back and straightened her already tall frame to its full height, cheating herself slightly out toward the center. Offstage, Emmett could see her assistant Taylor, bathed in a low red light, glancing down at the livestream on his Device, mouthing the next words.

“Welcome to WellPod,” she boomed, her face widening into an appropriately confident smile as the stage floor beside her opened to reveal the tip of a cresting glass apex.

At Emmett’s cue, a transparent dome the size of a room, fifteen feet across and just as tall at its top, rose from beneath the stage, stopping a few feet away from her. Inside, a WellPod engineer Emmett had met only briefly backstage sat cross-legged, wearing a white linen set that pooled around her. Her heart-shaped face was framed by her pitch-black hair and eyebrows.

Emmett narrated as the woman stood and went about a standard evening routine, retrieving dinner from what looked like a dumbwaiter in a center column. The screen behind Emmett revealed a 3-D rendering of a woman mirroring the onstage movements exactly. The camera zoomed out, through the computer-generated walls, to offer the amphitheater and viewers an aerial perspective of the circular space, lit by a brilliant artificial moon and stars. But it was Emmie, the AI therapeutic companion that had been in all of WellCorp’s products since the WellNest, who prompted a collective gasp.

Unlike the Lens-generated, semitransparent Reception-Holographs that had welcomed visitors into the auditorium and guided them to their seats, the form that materialized in the WellPod looked real enough to touch, to be human.

“Every WellPod has an Emmie uniquely adapted to your personality, preferences, and needs,” Emmett said. At the mention of preferences, Emmie shifted into a male-presenting body. He approached the woman in the Pod, and the two engaged in a friendly conversation the audience couldn’t hear.

“WellPod has everything you could possibly need to flourish for weeks at a time, even years, in one of the most isolated places on earth—the middle of the Pacific Ocean,” Emmett continued. Onscreen, the camera lowered until it came perpendicular to the rendered WellPod, revealing a cross-section of it. “They are the complete escape you’ve always yearned for, entirely removed from distractions.”

From this perspective, the audience could see that the curved glass room was actually supported by a cone that plunged far below it into the ocean.

“WellPod is inspired by nature. Similar to an iceberg, only ten percent of each Pod is visible above water. The other ninety percent houses a fully automated, highly intricate system of furniture and food storage and medical administration devices, as well as a Dynamic Positioning System, all choreographed by sophisticated technology that anticipates each Traveler’s needs.

“Our lives tend to be more full than they are fulfilling. I’ll be the first to admit that.” Emmett laughed self-deprecatingly. “Travelers will have virtually unlimited time to become self-optimized over the course of their six-week Journey. This is an opportunity to hit pause, to determine what you really care about, and return home calm, collected, and reborn.”



Emmett had barely finished waving to the audience when a flute of champagne found its way into her hand. She wrapped her fingers around it, gripping the fragile glass as if it were a life raft, as her eyes adjusted to the dark.

“Take a minute,” someone said. “They’re still exiting the auditorium.”

Onstage, she had been illuminated by a spotlight and a glow that emanated from the model WellPod.

Emmett could still feel the reverberations of the applause as she took a sip of the champagne, offering a tight smile to Taylor, who she could now see was the one who had handed her the glass.

“How was I?” she asked her assistant.

“It could have used more energy in the buildup, but nothing that needs any damage control,” Taylor said honestly. Emmett had seen so many of her competitors surround themselves with flatterers, but he always told her the truth. She took another sip and considered her appearance in the mirror offstage, grateful for the dim lighting.

“Okay, ready? I can delay them if you need,” Taylor said.

Emmett shook her head. Might as well get it over with. “Let’s go.”

Taylor stopped just before the door to the private lobby and pulled a microfiber cloth from his pocket to wipe away the smudge left by Emmett’s lipstick on the edge of her glass. “Remember to make eye contact and smile. The board wants to see you as more approachable.”

Emmett obeyed, stepping forward so that the double doors slid open, unveiling two Reception-Holographs with matching serene smiles plastered to their semitransparent faces. The glass-walled lobby wasn’t quite as large as the adjacent main welcome room, where hundreds of reporters and employees were now spilling from the auditorium, but it still held around two hundred people, each of whom gripped a matching flute. Servers rushed to fill the remaining glasses.

Champagne had always been a luxury, but low crop yield meant high-end collectors had scooped up every French bottle until the price became impossibly expensive for anyone with a net worth under seven figures. Affordable alternatives had popped up in Poland and Scandinavia, but the champagne here flowed from French bottles, squeezed from the last of the overripe and dying grapes. Emmett watched her employees spill unspillable champagne. At their level of wealth, nothing was too precious to conserve. They had about as much substance as the Reception-Holographs that had herded them in, Emmett thought cruelly.

All eyes on her, Emmett raised her glass, taking the opportunity to quickly scan the crowd. She recognized only a handful of the faces closest to her, including the only journalist she had granted access to the room. As with most writers and Pohvee Personalities she interacted with, his name came to her as his full byline, Thomas Fischer. The rest of the group was made up of investors, board members, and the executive committee along with their spouses and partners. Even those who had contributed in later rounds were multimillionaires from WellCorp alone. Emmett smiled as they quieted, careful not to make eye contact with her first investor, Oisín, who stood next to his eager-to-please wife and two teenage sons, visibly uncomfortable in their suits. His eyes were glued to hers, and Emmett could practically feel them boring into her. They had been close once, but any fondness he had felt toward Emmett had been strained over the past few months in the lead-up to the keynote.

“Thank you!” Emmett said, collecting herself. Her voice transitioned seamlessly once more to their EarDrums. “I’m sure you can all understand how close I am to capacity for speeches tonight.” She paused, allowing their polite laughter to fade. “But I will say this: in the past decade, my vision to create a Nest, a womb where people would feel safe became one shared by every single person in this room. Today, reality has finally co-opted even my wildest dreams.

“WellPods are our most ambitious product to date,” Emmett said, shifting under the gaze of Oisín’s wife, “and one that will launch us across disciplines, from technology into travel and even deeper into mental and physical healthcare. At the same time, it will provide us with the opportunity to connect with users on a much more significant level. So much more is to come, but for now, please enjoy the champagne. Cheers!” She raised her glass, pulling others as if tethered by fishlines to her own.

Across the room Emmett saw two of her first engineers, and raised her glass to them. The all-nighters they’d spent side by side writing lines of code that would become the first iteration of Emmie felt a lifetime away now. Their salaries alone made them unfathomably wealthy, not to mention loyal. But the stock price, which had only grown in anticipation of Emmett’s keynote, guaranteed that not only they but their children’s children would be rich too. It was nearly impossible to envision the seismic waves their net worths would trigger, a ripple effect that would have crippled Los Angeles’s housing in the same way San Francisco’s had been fifty years prior, if not for the luxurious WellHome apartments the company had built for its employees.

Emmett pushed her way through the crowd, her lips curving into a closed smile that got her to the far edge of the lobby and its two sets of doors. One would release her into the main lobby, where Pohvee Personalities and members of the press were frenetically milling, hoping to intercept her exit and get a usable quote or clip. The other led into an underground hallway available to employees and approved guests only. She pushed the door open and walked down the short ramp. Taylor followed like a shadow.

A few employees were already walking back toward the main building to projects that would keep them at their desks until even later in the night. They ducked their heads as Emmett strode past them, walking in the opposite direction.

“Hi, Thomas.” At Taylor’s words, Emmett turned around to see him speaking to the journalist, one of the last holdouts of a nearly extinct breed. “Emmett’s not taking any more questions this evening, but I’m happy to schedule another time for you to speak with her.”

Emmett wasn’t in the habit of making allies of members of the press, but Thomas was as close to an exception as she allowed. She had handpicked him to write a subsidized puff piece about WellCorp after the campus was built (she hated its infantilizing designation, “WellPark”), and had granted several interviews since. Emmett trusted him, and he valued that trust too highly to write anything damaging about her. He had been one of the few to know about WellPods prior to the keynote. Emmett stood still as Thomas brushed straight past Taylor to her.

He was in his usual uniform, a sport coat, slacks, and gray T-shirt, which looked like a cheap mimicry of what he thought “serious” journalists wore half a century ago, despite his being younger than most in his industry. Emmett suspected it was a calculated camouflage, a plea for nostalgia to dress like the reporters who had covered Silicon Valley executives during their early tech booms.

“I wanted to give you the article before it goes live tonight.” He looked at Emmett, whose Device buzzed with an invitation to accept the document. “I thought you might… it’s not what we talked about.”

Emmett had fed Thomas quotes about the Pods under strict embargo. What had he done? She accepted, downloading its contents.

“I’ll give it a read, thank you.” She glanced at Taylor, who looked annoyed at not having been given access.

Thomas didn’t notice, or pretended not to, addressing Emmett: “Let me know if you have any questions.”

“How long do I have?”

“My editor can wait another two hours before publishing it, out of courtesy to you, but she wants it live by ten at the latest.”

“Thank you,” Emmett said, and Thomas nodded and turned away. She and Taylor had been walking toward the parking lot to head home—she had a limited tolerance for these events, despite her honed façade—but instead she turned back toward the auditorium, to the private elevator that would take her straight to her office.

At the elevator, Taylor tapped his Device against the Reader, summoning its car. “I’ll be here if you need anything.”

Emmett stepped in. “Have some champagne. I’ll be down soon.” Taylor nodded, then turned so quickly he bumped into two women, separating their clasped hands at the moment the doors closed, cutting off Emmett’s view. When they opened again, it was to her office, which she had designed with sunset views in mind. The vast, curved glass walls offered unencumbered views of her slice of California coast and her beloved ocean, but night could be just as stunning. She walked from the elevator to the northern edge of the circular room, leaning her palms against the low bookshelf that ran along the perimeter. People were beginning to funnel out of the main lobby. Beyond them, Emmett could see a string of small jewels bobbing along the coastline: a thousand WellPods docked just a few miles north of campus, waiting to be launched.

She let her fingertips linger over the tops of a framed feather her mother had given her and a gold coin the size of her palm, both leaning against the glass, then walked over to her desk in the center of the room and sat down. The desk had belonged to her father, and the cheap wood held tiny grooves made from the imprints of thousands of ballpoint pens. Most industries at that time had already transitioned to be electronic, but car sales were still done on paper. Emmett would sit at the end of the table, learning to write by mimicking her father’s cursive, which complemented the looping cadence of his Georgia drawl. Sign at the X, with a blue or black pen, ma’am, he would say in the years they could still call themselves a family, before he left them. In a way, her job wasn’t unlike her father’s. They were both selling the promise of a better life through technology. Emmett ran her thumb along the shallow craters, the few sips of champagne making her a little slower.

Emmett clicked on her Device and the headline from Thomas’s article filled her screen. She didn’t have time to catch it before it fell from her hand, the phantom words still etched before her as clear as a projection from her Lens:


Radically UnWell: Inside WellCorp’s Sick Culture of Secrets








3 Maggie


Zone 874, Pacific Ocean

36 Days Post-Launch

Lunch is ready,” Emmie said, prompting Maggie to push herself off the floor. She had been lying in corpse pose following a guided meditation, but got up to retrieve her meal from the column at the center of the Pod.

The hatch of her NutriStation opened and Maggie reached inside for her plate. The diagram projected through her Lens mapped out the baked coconut bacon and sun-yellow cherry tomatoes cooked in lab-grown avocado oil and coated in ancient grains aside tempeh topped with a dollop of collagen- and protein-fortified macadamia nut labneh.

She ate a tomato as she crossed the small room to the Pod’s only door, invisible except for a discreet seam where it joined the wall. The fruit was surprisingly delicious for something she assumed had been picked months before, dehydrated, rehydrated, and prepared. It even smelled a little like the vine, she thought, pausing to let the acidic juice coat her tongue at the same time that her stomach clenched against the sensation. It reminded her of something, just out of reach. The door slid open as Maggie approached, admitting a rush of wet, salty air.

The deck was just wide enough to fit a small outdoor shower as well as a chair and table that, like her bed, rose from the tiles as needed. Maggie sat down and rested the plate in her lap, tilting her head back to breathe in the sticky brine, so sensory-rich compared to the hermetically sealed Pod that it sent chills up her arms that crashed like waves into her spine. She opened her eyes to look for the bird who had become a common fixture over the previous week, returning most mornings to fish, before digging into her own meal. It had been a full day since she had seen it, she realized.

For as long as Maggie could remember, she had been taught that technology was inherently good. Almost as soon as she could read, Maggie was encouraged to order dinners and snacks from a screen on the fridge. Her parents had met on a dating app, and the watch that charted her mother’s sleep efficiency and active calories was as familiar to Maggie as her wedding band.

Even as her parents dedicated their careers to the tech industry, and saw its dark underbelly firsthand, they could quickly point to all the ways it had improved their lives. Technology, her mother liked to say, was the entire reason she was able to work full-time while raising Maggie. She could answer emails on her Device and join conferences holographically from her kitchen. Though her mom never lived to see it, Maggie imagined she would have loved how seamless Lenses made everything; how WellCorp had even automated decision-making, though Maggie often wondered what her life would have looked like if she had been born forty years earlier, before Lenses and Devices, even “smartphones,” changed everything and made the simplest of errands obsolete.

Maggie was six years old the first time she walked into a grocery store. Her mother had stood for a split second at the entrance before charging in the wrong direction. It was another few minutes until they located the Pasture-Raised Certified Organic Cage-Free Eggs and walked back toward checkout.

From the way her mother had described it to her, Maggie had expected the store to be a horrible place where you had to push through crowds to reach the crate with your name on it. But there were no crates like those delivered by drone to their front step every few days, and the variety of options stunned her. She’d let her hand graze the cereal boxes adorned with rabbits, captains, and toucans as she followed her mother to the register where it took her a few tries to scan the barcode and pay with her Device. Maggie’s cheeks flushed as they walked past the store clerk, wondering if he could hear her mother’s complaints about the out-of-date technology from where he stood.

As they pulled into their driveway, Maggie could see a short bouquet of purple-blooming ice plants wrapped in twine sitting on their welcome mat—her favorite. Her mother was already apologizing for having to hop on a call when Maggie asked if she could head to Gamma’s, pointing to the flowers.

“Of course,” she responded, visibly relieved. “Say hello for me, and keep your Device on.”

No one could agree on the exact origin of Maggie’s nickname for their next-door neighbor, but Gamma liked to say, “Short for Gamma Ray because I’m high-energy!” Maggie thought it was because she was her “almost Grandma,” since she dropped the letters she kept for her real grandma, her mom’s mom, in Southern California. She felt guilty for loving Gamma more, but the last time she had visited Grandma, she’d spent most of the vacation eating sugar-free cookies, timing how long it took for the artificial edges to dissolve on her tongue by lengths of episodes of The Office. Gamma’s cookies, on the other hand, came out a little different every time, thanks to her refusal to use a recipe, but were always delicious: a medley of oats, flax, dried fruits, dark chocolate, nuts, and real sugar from dates or maple. She always had some project for Maggie to tend to, like picking sweet peas in the garden, or making cyanotypes. On the rare occasion they watched anything, it was usually a century-old movie.

Gamma was the only person Maggie knew who didn’t own a Device. In the place of texts, she always left a calling card: a cairn of rocks or a feather half-tucked into the mailbox. Once she’d left a geode, which they had cracked open with a hammer, sending glimmering shards across the sidewalk.

Maggie grabbed the bouquet and ran across her family’s manicured desertscape into the wildflower garden Gamma kept. She pushed the front door open without bothering to knock, and switched off her Device.



Years later, as Maggie’s classmates live-streamed and posted about every waking aspect of their high school lives, Gamma embraced each moment without capturing it. The only technology Maggie ever saw Gamma add to her house was an air filtration system, at her doctor’s insistence, after the frequent fires made the air too dangerous for her to breathe, and an archaic gadget for playing music through the unwieldy cord Gamma physically plugged into speakers. A Device remained out of the question.

For the most part, Maggie shared Gamma’s opinion that her classmates were wasting their lives, but she was better at tolerating them. Her best friend, Chloe, walked around like a zombie glued to her Device most days, but also had an incredible sense of humor and only occasionally pressured Maggie to make her own social media account.

Maggie remembered the first time a classmate had asked, “What’s your username?” His mouth opened and closed like an incredulous guppy when she told him she didn’t have a Vito, but even the guppy wouldn’t have an account the following year. By then, he’d moved on to Pohvee.

It wasn’t until Maggie fell for Landon in high school that curiosity got the best of her. She didn’t go to school with him, but knew him from sitting on the beach every Saturday as he taught her parents how to surf, a Christmas gift from her dad. It was intended for the entire family, but Maggie was happier sitting on the shore with a book.

Landon would run up from the ocean, shrugging his wetsuit off his shoulders, and always ask Maggie what she was reading. He was the kind of guy who would have looked great with a crooked smile, but his spread into a wide, even grin.

He was fascinated—charmed too, Maggie hoped—by the hardcovers she read, pulled from Gamma’s bookcase. She didn’t discriminate between fiction and poetry and memoirs, as long as the stories were real. Sylvia Plath, Louise Glück, Simone de Beauvoir, bell hooks, Toni Morrison, Anaïs Nin, Simone Weil, Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Mary Oliver, Sally Rooney, Cheryl Strayed, Maya Angelou, Elizabeth Gilbert. Maggie told Chloe about how he had watched her finish the last two pages of a Sheila Heti novel before sitting next to her, giving her time to digest the book. He had waited for her to speak, then finally asked if he could borrow it. It was the first time he’d asked to take one home.

“Oh, I’ve seen him reading that,” Chloe said. She and Maggie both went to a private school a few blocks away from Landon’s public school, but Chloe was fluent in his favorite places to surf, best friends, and, apparently, the books he read. She had never actually spoken to him, yet it felt to Maggie like Chloe had a more intimate relationship with him than the one Maggie had formed over their Saturdays together.

Chloe was sitting on Maggie’s bedroom floor across from her, a bag of chips between them, squealing at the appropriate moments as Maggie relayed the story (when Maggie said how she could have sworn Landon’s hand lingered on hers as he took the book), and taking more interest in the snacks at others (when Maggie summarized said book). But it wasn’t until she broke the news that she was ready to create a Pohvee account that Chloe’s screeches went supersonic.

Maggie slapped the floor in a drumroll as Chloe yelled, “Fucking fiiinally!”

The next day, Chloe stood in front of Maggie, carefully applying the adhesive from the wearable camera, no larger than a drop of water, to her forehead just below her hairline. This was the part Maggie was most apprehensive about, that in order to see other Pohvee users, you had to wear the small camera that broadcast your perspective to followers.

“You honestly forget after a while,” Chloe explained, her own Pohvee at eye-level with Maggie’s, “and it automatically stops recording anytime it detects nudity or, like, anything inappropriate. Mine usually falls off about every two weeks, but they send me a new one that comes within an hour or so. It’s called a Blackout when that happens, and the best part is that it’s the only time you can still access the app while you aren’t Pohveeing.”

She went on to explain that the only other time you weren’t broadcast live to your followers was anytime you were looking at the app, watching others’ Pohvees. The most-watched users were those who looked at the app the least. In the same breath, she admitted that this was nearly impossible.

“It’s, like, so addicting!” Chloe exclaimed. Maggie gave a knowing nod. She’d witnessed the addiction secondhand for years.

“Okay,” Chloe said, admiring her handiwork just inches away from Maggie’s face, “I think it’s all placed. Here! Open your app and see if you can see yourself!”

Chloe thrust Maggie’s Device at her; she accepted it and opened the Pohvee app, navigating to Chloe’s profile. A perfectly clear image of Maggie, looking at her Device from Chloe’s perspective, appeared. She felt a little bit horrified. Her entire room was on display. Messages flooded her screen:


Maaaggggggssss!

What’s up M!

Lol chloe Pohveed the Blob!



“Blob??” Maggie looked at Chloe, mildly annoyed.

“That’s what they call everyone who doesn’t have a Pohvee, ’cause that’s how they appear! Here, look.” Maggie placed the Device into Chloe’s outstretched palm so she could pull up Landon’s profile. He was in a parking lot, getting his surfboard out of his car. When he looked down, Maggie’s heart skipped a beat to see that his body was only half-concealed by a wetsuit. On the beach she had to pretend she wasn’t staring, but here she could watch openly as he walked with his board to another car. The people around him were crystal-clear except for their faces, which looked like they’d been smeared.

“The guys around Landon are almost always Blobs. So many surfers are Analog. They almost never have Pohvee even though they could get some of the coolest shots! Only the tech execs he teaches are clear,” Chloe said, thrilled to be the one teaching Maggie the ropes, “like your dad.”

Maggie made a face, then pointed to a number at the top of the screen.

“Oh, Landon has, like, ten million followers,” Chloe explained.

Maggie knew he was popular online, but had never realized the extent. “Ten million??”

“Yeah! I have a few thousand, which isn’t bad, but Landon is a legit PohPers.” Chloe popped each syllable in the moniker for Pohvee Personality. “He’s basically famous, Mags. Which means you’ll probably be famous if you’re ever on his Pohvee….”

“Wait, can he hear us right now?” The realization sent adrenaline coursing through her veins.

“Not since we’re both looking at the app. We’re safe. But literally any other time, yeah….” Chloe drifted off.

Landon was walking with his board toward Ocean Beach, carefully stepping from rock to rock down to the waterline. Chloe turned the volume up. They could hear him saying something about his breakfast.

“… about that high-protein. I add a scoop to my smoothies every morning.”

“Who’s he talking to?” Maggie asked.

Chloe started laughing. “Us! He’s narrating. Most Personalities talk through what they’re doing so followers can really feel like they’re there, get inside his head.” She tapped her temple.

Maggie was dumbfounded. Of course, she knew about Pohvee. She’d heard her friends talking about it enough times, but it wasn’t the same as actually watching someone’s feed. How many conversations had she been eavesdropped on, without her fully understanding the extent, by millions? Did Landon narrate about her too?

As if reading her mind, Chloe said, “You also can’t hear Blobs. Honestly, a lot of people have been waiting to see who Landon’s girlfriend is. You’ve been like this mystery woman!”

“Not his girlfriend.”

“Yet.”

Maggie couldn’t help but smile. “How do you see your own comments if it’s live?”

Chloe answered her by opening Maggie’s app and navigating to her profile.

The previous few minutes played back in a highlight reel, condensed into a few seconds.

“I usually watch mine every night,” Chloe said, “and then you can save your top moments to your Life Reel by clicking this heart, but a lot of them save automatically as you have Experiences.” She swiped over to another screen, and Maggie could see that her first experience seeing Pohvee had already been saved in a small circle, with a colorful baby emoji in the center.

There were several other grayed-out circles with emojis and captions that illustrated First Kiss, International Vacation, High School Graduation, First Paycheck, College Acceptance, First Marathon.

“It encourages you to have more Experiences,” Chloe said. Her own profile displayed so many Experiences, Maggie had to scroll for several seconds just to see them all. First Day of Junior Year, First Date, First Failed Test.

“They’re not all good, but it’s the story of your life! I cannot fucking wait for this one,” she said, pointing to First Day of College.

Maggie shook her head, smiling. It wasn’t a universal truth, but one that had been perpetuated in Chloe’s mind by the early 2000s movies she loved so much. The moral of every story was the same: boyfriends fix everything, college fixes everything boyfriends can’t, and college boyfriends fix everything college can’t.

That evening, after Chloe had gone home, Maggie walked across her driveway to Gamma’s for their weekly Sunday dinner. On her way over, she narrated, “I’m heading over to my gamma’s house. We aren’t technically related, but she’s always been like a grandma to me.” She hoped she sounded natural. Landon could be watching.

At the door, she knocked instead of entering as she normally did, for a more dramatic reveal, already aware of the cinematic quality her life could have online.

When Gamma answered, Maggie said, “I guess I’m really a teenager now,” pointing to the small camera at her hairline. She hoped self-deprecation was the best route for approval, but instead Gamma’s face sank.

“Oh, Maggie.” She stood frozen in the doorway.

“What?”

“I hope you understand the impact of this decision,” she said.

“I mean, everyone does it.”

“Not everyone. There are alternatives to living your life for others’ benefit,” Gamma said, still not opening the door all the way. She was looking at Maggie like she didn’t recognize her.

Even though her followers couldn’t follow Gamma’s half of the conversation, which came to them as Charlie Brown–esque MFAB, “mumbles from a Blob,” Maggie was sure they could easily fill in the blanks. She could already imagine the comments coming in.


Why isn’t Gamma letting you in?

Tell Gamma to get a Pohvee!!



Maggie tapped her drop-shaped camera to mute her Pohvee’s video and sound, something you could do once a day for no longer than four hours before the app denied you access to watching others, or temporarily locked your account.

“It’s off,” she said.

“Good,” Gamma said. They both stood in the doorway awkwardly before she swung the door open, but Maggie stood still.

“Why are you so against this?”

“We can talk about this inside, Maggie. Dinner’s almost ready—I made your favorite.”

The smell of lamb stew wafted toward the entrance, but Maggie didn’t move. “Are you, like, Analog now?”

Gamma sighed. “Every decision you make with that thing on will be influenced by your fear of perception, whether you’re aware of it or not. It prohibits you from genuinely living your life.”

“So does hardly ever leaving your garden and not adapting to modern technologies.”

Gamma remained calm. “I’m happy. And I know that you’re happy, but this technology could trick you into thinking you’re not.”

“It isn’t bad to want more from your life!” Maggie hadn’t realized it, but she was shouting. She turned on her heel, walking down Gamma’s porch steps before she could change her mind, and tapped her Pohvee back on. Later, she’d watch the comments roll in, over the backdrop of Gamma’s front steps, choked with regret.



When Maggie woke the next morning, she felt a small vibration from the teardrop at her hairline, indicating it would begin streaming in ten minutes. The grace period allowed her time to pull the duvet over her head for a few more breaths, which was all the time it took for her to decide.

Weeks ago, Gamma had suggested they play hooky for her birthday, with her mom nominated as accomplice. Their plan had been to drive to Berkeley and have lunch at an Indian restaurant Gamma liked to say had “more lives than a cat,” before touring the college. The restaurant was one of Maggie’s favorites, its food a testament to its ability to survive rent increases and trends, all while waving a sun-bleached red awning as its flag. She and Gamma had spent every one of her birthdays together, but Maggie was no longer sure she and Gamma were even speaking after yesterday.

She grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor and pulled a tee over her head, sliding her feet into sandals and her backpack over her shoulder. In the kitchen, she ran into her dad, who was sitting at the center island drinking a pale smoothie out of a glass bottle.

“Happy birthday!” he said as soon as he saw her.

She kissed him on the cheek, then flew out the door, tracing the familiar steps to Gamma’s front door, which was unlocked as usual. Maggie pushed it open, calling Gamma’s name. The air was still thick with the smell of the lamb stew Gamma had made the night before.

Maggie reached the kitchen and saw that the pot was still simmering. Nearly all of the liquid had evaporated—steam clung to the windows above the sink—and the vegetables at the bottom were beginning to turn black. Maggie was used to Gamma’s culinary experiments, in which she turned leftovers from stews back into broths, repurposing ingredients until they had nothing left to give. But something wasn’t right. Maggie clicked the burner off and looked around, a shape in the alcove off the kitchen catching her eye. It took Maggie a moment to realize that she was looking at Gamma’s foot, resting in an unnatural position.

Maggie rounded the corner and saw that Gamma was lying on the floor, her mouth slightly agape and eyes half-open in a macabre expression, a small halo of blood around her head. Without thinking, Maggie dropped to her knees to cradle Gamma’s head in her lap, pulling a hanging sweater off a doorknob to press against her wound, though the blood was no longer flowing. Maggie began shouting her name as she felt for a heartbeat, pressing her ear against Gamma’s chest, then shook her shoulders.

“Get up,” she heard herself say, desperation lending a jagged edge to her voice, then barked at her Device, “Call nine-one-one.”

She dropped the sweater to perform CPR, pushing as hard as she could against Gamma’s stiff chest, alternatively pressing her lips against Gamma’s as she forced her breath into Gamma’s lungs. Maggie had no idea how much time had passed when she heard the paramedics enter, calling to her. She pressed her fingers against the inside of Gamma’s neck and her ear against her chest, straining to detect anything. When she finally felt something, it was a different sign of life.

Her Pohvee vibrated three times to indicate that she’d reached the Trending page. Thousands of viewers watched the life pour out of the most alive person Maggie had ever known.

In a daze, Maggie watched balloons explode across her Device’s screen, wishing her a happy birthday at the exact moment everything around her began to shake.
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