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Life 2.0

by Sylvia Liu

CyntHiA WaANG GLANCED at her watch and sighed. It wasn't even lunchtime and
she'd already put out a day’s worth of fires at La Compagnie, D.C.'s premier
crisis management firm—organizing pop star Flit’s apology tour, fixing the
bungled rollout of the Covid-32 vaccine, and fighting with Legal over their
form NDAs. She got up from her translucent desk and leaned her forehead
against the window wall of the 2274 floor. The cars and pedestrians below
zipped like insects unaware how easily their life sparks could wink out.

The glass office door hissed opened.

“Jamal, what did I tell you about disturbing me before lunch?” she said.

Her assistant, in the latest fashion, of course—gray, high-waisted pants
with metallic piping and a V-necked mustard blouse—leaned against the
doorway and gave her an apologetic look. “An auto alert came from your
Model 2.0. She’s having a heated argument with Ethan.”

Cynthia frowned. “I hate the notifications with the recent upgrade. I'll
know all about the fight by tonight’s merge, and I trust myself to handle
domestic disputes by now.” This had to be her and Ethan’s ongoing debate
over private versus public school now that Zem was three. “No more

disturbances, please. And track down Ambassador Nevis’s office. We need to
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get ahead of her son’s hit-and-run.”

“Got it.” Jamal seemed haggard, despite the lack of dark circles under
their eyes.

“You look exhausted. Take a break and go home early today.”

Jamal tucked their curls behind their ear and smiled wanly. “It’s not the
work. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but my 2.0 drains me. They spent
the last three days at a rave in a pop-up club in the arts district. When we
merged, it was like getting hit by a truck.”

Cynthia smiled wryly. “Ah, the fleeting pleasures of youth.” Jamal was
the best assistant she’d ever had, ambitious and hard-working, a lot like
herself. She'd given them a Model 2.0 as a year-end bonus, a perk available
only for those with both wealth and connections, or who had bosses with
both. As a hard-charging twenty-something who believed they would live
forever, Jamal let their 2.0 loose to party their way across town while Jamal
worked up the corporate ladder.

The rest of the day was more of the same, rehabilitating politicians,
movie stars, and corporations.

On her way out of the office, Cynthia tapped off the wall screen cycling
images of Zem, Cynthia and Zem, Ethan and Zem, and the three together.
Apple picking. Hiking the Capital Crescent trail. The zoo—she smiled at the
memory of Zem’s delighted face as he waved at the capuchin monkeys.

It wouldn’t be long before she got to her favorite part of the day, finding
out what she and Zem had done today.
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CyntHIA sTEPPED oUT Of the Point Dunes metro stop, tapped her left wrist twice,
and walked the few blocks home. Though she could’ve taken a zipcab, she
clung to the solace of the walk, one of the few moments each day that
belonged only to her. She strode up their driveway, opened the side yard
fence, and headed to the Life 2.0 station tucked by the side of their house. An
iris scan opened the door, and she entered the small space with two upload
pods—sleek, egg-like chairs with neural links.

Her 2.0 sat in one of the pods. Of course, she was waiting; she was
as conscientious as Cynthia herself, but unburdened by the vagaries of
weather, work, or commutes. She wore a neutral shift, her jeans and T-shirt
folded neatly beside her.

“Sorry I'm late. The metro had another half-hour strike.” Cynthia didn’t
know why she made small talk. No matter their conversation, 2.0 wouldn’t
retain these moments.

“No problem.”

They settled into the pods, their motions automatic, strapping on the
head rings and leaning back into the gel padding. Cynthia looked over to
herself, her 2.0 face settling into placid neutrality. She had splurged on a
Model 2.0 a couple of years ago when Zem turned one and she was itching
to get back to work. Aside from the initial shock of meeting her own clone
with her same expressions and quirks, so far, it was working out great. She
got to experience every moment of the day with Zem while also advancing
her career. Cynthia settled in, closed her eyes, and hit the merge button.

Instantly, 2.0’s memories of the day with Zem flooded into Cynthia’s
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mind, down to the last detail, emotion, and sensation. The first time it
happened, Cynthia was shocked she couldn’t tell the difference between
her own and the 2.0’s memories. They started the day with an elaborate
chocolate chip pancake breakfast. Cynthia played with Zem and his blocks.
When they built a tower as tall as Zem, his squeals of delight scared their
cat into the pantry. Midmorning they met up with Paige and her daughter
Ella at the playground. They’d met last summer as harried moms of toddlers
in their terrible twos and had instantly bonded. Paige had also quit a high-
powered job to stay at home, so they had that in common.

Cynthia felt a twinge of unease receiving this contradictory memory
from her 2.0. The merge at the end of each day was not a two-way street.
She got all of 2.0’'s memories and thoughts, but in return, Cynthia only
shared her home memories with her 2.0, leaving out anything to do with
her job. Cynthia didn’t quite understand all the chemicals involved, but it
worked. Cynthia 2.0 was programmed to not comprehend the nature of her
existence. From her perspective, she had quit her job when Zem turned one
and now stayed at home with him. Whenever Cynthia was ready to merge,
she signaled her intent by tapping her wrist, which triggered a reflex in 2.0
to meet at the Life 2.0 pod. All memories of the merge were erased and the
door from the laundry room to the Life 2.0 annex was obscured in 2.0’s
mind as a locked door accessible only to City Utilities.

Cynthia turned her attention back to the day’s memories.

“Seriously, Cynthia,” Paige said as they sat on the bench watching their

kids play in the sandbox, “you’re so lucky Ethan works from home and helps
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with the witching hour. For me, it’s a time of maximum chaos and Abel
always works late.”

“You have Maritza, though.” Cynthia sometimes envied Paige’s set-up:
daily help giving her time to pursue a master’s degree.

“Oh, I know I'm privileged,” Paige said, “but sometimes we miss
important milestones. Like the other day, Ella told her first joke. Abel and I
had to hear about it second-hand. At least you're there all the time for Zem.”

“You're right.” Cynthia was lucky to spend all her days with Zem. A prick
of dissatisfaction wormed its way in. Until Zem came along, she’d been a go-
getter, on the fast track to a C-level suite at La Compagnie. Even though it
was great to be with Zem, she sometimes missed the high-powered business
lunches, camaraderie of having coworkers, and really, having a professional
identity besides being a parent.

“You know what would be amazing?” Paige said.

“What?”

“Getting one of those Life 2.0 models,” Paige said. “Imagine having a
clone who can continue your career while you get to do whatever you want.
You wouldn’t even miss any of the experiences because all your memories
get merged.”

Cynthia smiled at the thought. “Too rich for us. Plus, I don’t think I would
go back to my job if I had a choice. I wasn’t exactly saving the world.” She
nodded to Zem, sitting in the sand, letting Ella sprinkle sand in his hair.
“And I wouldn’t want to miss that.”

“But how about going off on an adventure, to travel?”
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“Zem’s not going to be three forever. In a few years, we’ll travel again.”
Cynthia did miss the trips she and Ethan used to go on, diving the Caribbean
and Central America.

At lunch, she and Ethan found out Zem had gotten off the four-year
waitlist to snag a coveted spot at the best private preschool in the city. Ethan
thought they should take advantage of the opportunity, but she believed in
supporting public schools. Before they could finish their discussion, Ethan
had to get back to his home office. At the end of the day, he came out early
and played with Zem while she got dinner going.

Cynthia opened her eyes, the upload complete. Yum, they’d have chicken
piccata with capers and lemons, roasted brussels sprouts with bacon, and
a goat-cheese salad for dinner. Her culinary skills had certainly improved
while staying at home the last couple of years. She sealed her 2.0—her
face slack and unconscious—into the pod with its blinking red light for the
night. Cynthia grimaced. The sight of herself didn’t usually faze her, but
today’s doubts about her life as a stay-at-home parent and the conversation
with Paige unsettled her. She wasn't one for self-reflection; it was strange
her 2.0 was so contemplative.

She shook off these thoughts, changed into the clothes left by her 2.0,
gave herself a once-over in the wall mirror, and opened the door to their
laundry room off their kitchen. Ethan sat on the floor with Zem and an
oversized floor puzzle. She gave Ethan a peck and tousled Zem'’s hair. Zem

looked up and back to his project, mumbling, “Mommy in the closet.”
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Ethan gave her a look over Zem’s head, as if to say, What are we going to do
now that he’s noticing?

She glared back, It’s your responsibility to distract him. She scooped Zem
up and nuzzled him. “Silly Billy. Let’s wash our hands and eat dinner.”

After dinner, Ethan loaded the dishwasher. “How was the rest of your
afternoon?”

“Work or home?”

“Either.”

“You know I prefer to talk about my day with Zem than work.” Cynthia
thought back to what they did after lunch. Zem had taken his nap, and
then... Strange, she couldn’t remember what else they’d done until she
prepped dinner. Oh, well, the days tended to blur together. Nothing to worry

about. “The usual,” she said, wiping down the table.

ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER series of crises at work. By the time Cynthia entered the
Life 2.0 station, she was so ready to relive her day with Zem.

She frowned.

Her 2.0 was not there.

She paced the small space, nonplussed. The door hissed open and 2.0
stepped in.

“Where were you?” Cynthia asked.

Cynthia 2.0 smiled blandly. “Sorry, I had to park Zem in front of the TV.”

Cynthia tamped down the slight unease. “Please don’t be late again.”

“No problem.”
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Cynthia soaked up the upload. She and Zem had a busy day today, with
Little Dancers, a playdate-slash-parent book club, and tidying the house
while Zem napped. Playing with Zem in the sprinklers was the best. Ethan
was busy with work, so she made dinner again, even though they usually
switched off.

Late at night, in bed, Cynthia put down the reader and turned to Ethan.
“Did you notice anything different with my 2.0 today?”

Ethan glanced up from his screen. “I didn’t see much of you today. Except
for his naps, you were out most of the day.”

Funny, Cynthia couldn’'t remember what she’d done for lunch with Zem,
or even whether they’d gone out. This was the second time she’d had trouble
accessing her 2.0’s entire day. Or maybe the flurry of prepping talking points
for the Senator had addled her memory. She made a mental note to check
the Life 2.0 user forum to see if anyone had reported memory glitches.

“Let’s go away,” she said. “We haven’t had a real vacation since Zem was
born.” Her 2.0 had told Paige yesterday that vacations could wait, but maybe
they shouldn’t. She could use a reset.

He put down his reader. “That’s an idea. But you have so much going on,
with work and home. You're living two lives in the space of one. And I don’t
have a clone to help me with my work and home life balance. Where are we
going to find the time to get away?”

“You're right.” She sank into her pillow.

Ethan patted her arm and yawned. “Let’s get some sleep.”
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W aLKING ouT oF the metro station, Cynthia double-tapped her wrist. Twenty
minutes later, she entered the Life 2.0 station.

No 2.0.

Again.

“Really?” she muttered. This was unacceptable. She tapped the wall
screen to turn on the house monitors. The cameras showed empty rooms.

No Zem.

No Ethan.

No 2.0.

Cynthia ignored all protocols and stormed through the laundry room
to the kitchen, but the empty room and the others she swept through
confirmed the monitors. She called Ethan.

“Hello.” He sounded like he just finished laughing.

“Ethan, where are you? Where’s Zem?”

“Sorry.” He lowered his voice. “We lost track of the time. I finished early
and we went for a walk to pick up take-out. I know how you love Sally
Wong’s.”

A flurry of unpleasant thoughts ping-ponged through her head. “And
you didn’t think about me coming home? How we might’ve crossed paths?
The one rule of having a Model 2.0?” The pitch of her voice rose with each
question.

“We’ll be home in a few minutes,” Ethan said. “It’ll be fine. Go wait at the
upload pods. You won’t miss a thing.”

Cynthia seethed. She couldn’t very well confront them in the street. She
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stormed back to the station and slumped in the upload pod. Ethan was right
though; there was no reason to be angry. When she and 2.0 merged in a
few minutes, she’d experience their whole day and every memory would be
hers, including the lovely family walk to the restaurant and whatever had
put laughter back into Ethan’s voice.

But then there were those strange gaps in her memory. Increasingly, the
uploads from 2.0 weren’t seamless. They had an episodic feel, as if snippets
from a dream.

The door hissed open and 2.0 walked in, her face blank. Cynthia was
beginning to hate that insipid look on her own face. How dare the 2.0 get
the most precious moments of her life while she worked her butt off and
only experienced her days with Zem after? Was there something going on
with Ethan that didn’t fully translate in the uploads? The rush of fixing the
puzzle of her clients’ problems now tinged sour. Cynthia didn’t even bother
with small talk while waiting for 2.0 to change and get into her pod.

They put on their head rings and she initiated the merge.

CynTHIA OPENED HER eyes and took off her head ring. She swiveled the upload
pod.

Across from her, Ethan detached himself from the adjoining pod, his
tanned face crinkling with a smile.

“Well,” he said, “that was a good month. My 2.0 was very productive with

my projects, and we got some great family time.”
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Cynthia glanced at the double pods where Cynthia 2.1 and Ethan 2.0 sat
blank-faced and unconscious, all the memories—her work projects, Jamal’s
outrageous stories, making playdough with Zem, family ice cream outings,
the doubts of both her clones—still fresh. “Right.” She frowned. “Is my 2.1’s
2.0 having an affair with your 2.0?”

Ethan raised a brow. “What do you mean? Don’t you get all the memories
from both your clones?”

She let out a quick laugh. “Of course. Let’s check in on Zem and plan our

next trip. I vote for going back to the Galapagos.”

They went through the door that was a wall mirror in the first room of
their Life 2.0 station, past the pod with a blinking red light, and into their
darkened house.

Standing at Zem’s doorway and watching him sleep, Cynthia tightened
her grip on the frame. For a brief moment, she had the fleeting sense she was

a moth flitting against a window trying to get at the light inside.
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