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Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Which is ironic, given what I'm about to tell you.

First Edition

Cover design by someone who also got ghosted

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

For everyone who's ever typed

"hey, you up?"

and meant something else entirely.

And for the ones who never replied.

I get it now.

"We are all just walking each other home."—except sometimes we walk each other to the bedroom, say something vulnerable, and then block each other on Instagram.

—Ram Dass (paraphrased for the modern age)

"The opposite of love is not hate, it's indifference."

—Elie Wiesel

"Read 11:47 PM"

—Every conversation that ever mattered
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

A Confession Before We Begin
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I need to tell you something before we go any further: I am complicit in everything I'm about to describe. Every behavior I dissect, every pattern I mock, every emotional crime I catalog—I've committed them all. Probably more than once. Probably last month.

This isn't a book written from some moral high ground by someone who figured it out. This is a book written from the trenches by someone still covered in mud. I've been ghosted so thoroughly that I started wondering if I was the ghost. I've also done the ghosting—more times than I'd like to admit, always with justifications that seemed reasonable at the time and laughable in retrospect.

I'm a DevOps engineer living in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. I spend my days debugging systems and my nights debugging my love life—with significantly less success in the latter. There's a certain irony in building pipelines that work perfectly while my romantic pipelines consistently fail at every stage.

My friends told me not to write this book. "You're going to look like an asshole," they said. They weren't wrong. But they also said, "Wait, that story about the girl who—" and then they laughed so hard they cried, and I thought: maybe that's the point.

Because here's what I've learned: we're all assholes. Not maliciously—just humanly. We're all fumbling through a dating landscape that our parents wouldn't recognize, using tools that didn't exist ten years ago, following rules that change every six months, trying to find something real in an ecosystem designed for disposability.

This book isn't about judgment. It's about recognition.

If you've ever stared at a phone waiting for a message that never came, this book is for you. If you've ever been that message that never came, this book is also for you. If you've done both—probably in the same week—then welcome. You're among friends.

The stories in these pages are real, though I've changed names and identifying details to protect the guilty. (That's all of us, by the way. We're all guilty.) Some stories are mine. Some belong to friends who gave me permission—often enthusiastically, sometimes with the caveat "just don't make me sound like a psycho." I tried my best. We all sound a little psycho when we're in love, or in something pretending to be love.

I wrote this book because I was tired of pretending I had it figured out. Tired of dating advice that treats human connection like a problem to be solved with the right strategy. Tired of think pieces that either shame us for hookup culture or celebrate it without acknowledging the actual experience of it—which is messier and sadder and funnier than any hot take allows.

So here's my offer: I'll be honest with you if you're honest with yourself.

This is a book about the pattern: We fuck. We feel. We ghost. And then we do it again, each time hoping it will be different, each time discovering new variations on the same theme. It's about the space between bodies and the distance between hearts. It's about how we've gotten so good at being close to people and so bad at staying.

It's dark. It's funny. It's probably too honest.

Let's begin.

Fransesco Malila

Dar es Salaam, 2025

(Currently single. Obviously.)
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PROLOGUE

The Pattern
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It always starts the same way.

A swipe. A match. A message that's trying too hard or not hard enough—there's no in-between anymore. The little dopamine hit when they respond. The calibration of response time: too fast seems desperate, too slow seems disinterested. We've all become amateur game theorists, running calculations on when to text back, what emoji to use, whether "haha" or "lol" conveys the right level of amusement.

Then comes the meeting. The bar, the coffee shop, the park bench. The first few minutes of comparing the face to the photos, the bio to the person. The relief when they're not a catfish. The disappointment when they're exactly what they advertised but somehow less. Or—and this is where it gets dangerous—the spark. The unexpected laugh. The moment when you think: Oh. Oh no.

If it goes well, there's the walk. The extended goodbye. The kiss that was supposed to be quick but wasn't. The "do you want to..." that trails off because you both know where this is going.

We fuck.

And it's good, or it's awkward, or it's both—usually both. Bodies figuring each other out. The strange intimacy of seeing someone naked before you know their middle name. The vulnerability of orgasm with a stranger. The post-coital uncertainty: do I stay or do I go? Is this the beginning of something or the entirety of it?

We feel.

This is the dangerous part. Somewhere between the first time and the third, something shifts. The texts get longer. The conversations go past midnight. You start learning things: their coffee order, their weird fear, the way they sleep. You catch yourself smiling at your phone. You start to imagine. You start to hope.

And then—

We ghost.

Maybe it's them. Maybe it's you. Maybe the silence is sudden—from "I had such a great time last night" to nothing. Maybe it's gradual—the responses getting shorter, the energy draining out of the conversation like water from a tub until one day you realize you're just staring at porcelain.

You check your phone. You check it again. You check to make sure your messages are sending. You craft the perfect follow-up text and delete it seventeen times. You send something casual and immediately regret it. You wonder if they're dead. You wonder if you're dead. You check their Instagram and see they posted a story two hours ago. They're not dead. They're just done.

And the worst part? The part that makes you want to throw your phone into the Indian Ocean and become a hermit?

You'll do it again.

Not because you're stupid. Not because you're desperate. But because the alternative is giving up on connection entirely, and despite everything—despite the ghosting, the confusion, the late-night spiraling, the "what did I do wrong" internal monologues—you're not ready to do that. Some foolish, stubborn part of you still believes that the next swipe might be different.

This is modern love. This is the pattern. We fuck, we feel, we ghost. Rinse and repeat until one of us dies or finds someone who stays or finally just gets a dog.

I'm not here to tell you how to break the pattern. I'm not sure it can be broken—not entirely, not in this ecosystem we've built. I'm just here to name it. To examine it. To laugh at it, because if we don't laugh, we'll cry, and I've already done enough crying over people who forgot my existence the moment they swiped right on someone new.

What follows is an honest accounting of how we got here and what it's like to be here. Part observation, part confession, part group therapy session for everyone who's ever been left on read.

Turn the page. I promise to tell you the truth.

I can't promise it will make you feel better.
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ACT I

WE FUCK

In which we examine the ease of physical connection, the strange

intimacy of strangers, and the lies our bodies tell our hearts.
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"Sex is the most fun you can have without laughing."

—Woody Allen

"Sex is the most fun you can have while also crying internally."

—Every person on a dating app, 2024
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CHAPTER ONE

The Swipe
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"In the old days, you had to at least buy someone a drink before deciding they weren't worth your time. Now you can reject forty people while taking a shit."

—My friend Amani, philosopher


The first time I downloaded Tinder, I deleted it within forty-eight hours. Not because I was morally opposed to it, or because I found love—I deleted it because the sheer volume of human beings suddenly available to me was so overwhelming that I had a minor existential crisis in my bathroom.

There they were. Hundreds of them. Thousands, probably, within a twenty-kilometer radius of my apartment in Dar es Salaam. Women I'd never noticed on the street. Women I had noticed on the street but never approached. Women who existed in entirely different social universes that would never have intersected with mine—except now they did, because an algorithm had decided we might want to fuck each other.

I remember sitting on the edge of my bed, thumb hovering over the screen, and thinking: This changes everything.

I was right. I just didn't understand how.

*  *  *
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Let's talk about what swiping actually is, because I think we've normalized it to the point of forgetting how insane it is.

You are looking at a photograph of a human being—a person with a childhood and dreams and fears and a mother who loves them—and you are making a split-second judgment about whether they deserve your attention based on the arrangement of their face. Left for no. Right for yes. The motion takes less than a second. The rejection is instant, total, and anonymous.

Studies show that the average Tinder user makes a swiping decision in about six hundred milliseconds. That's faster than conscious thought. That's not you deciding whether you're attracted to someone—that's your lizard brain firing before your prefrontal cortex even wakes up. You're not choosing. You're reacting.

And then you do it again. And again. And again. Fifty times. A hundred times. Until the faces blur together and you've reduced an entire city's worth of potential partners to a thumb workout.

I'm not judging. I've swiped left on women while eating dinner. While watching Netflix. While sitting on the toilet at 2 AM, half-asleep, rejecting human beings between Instagram refreshes. We all have. That's the point. The swipe has become so casual, so automatic, that we've forgotten we're making decisions about people at all.

This is what we wanted, by the way. This is the system we built.

*  *  *
[image: ]


My parents met at a wedding. My father's cousin was marrying my mother's friend—one of those extended social network connections that used to be the primary engine of human coupling. He saw her across the room. She was wearing a green dress. He spent three hours working up the courage to talk to her, and when he finally did, he was so nervous he introduced himself with the wrong name.

"I said my name was James," he told me once, laughing. "I don't know why. My name is Joseph. She called me James for two weeks before someone corrected her."

They've been married for thirty-four years.

I think about this story a lot. Not because it's romantic—though it is—but because it's structurally impossible now. The conditions that allowed my parents to meet and fall in love have been systematically dismantled by the technology that was supposed to make connection easier.

Consider: My father had one shot. One opportunity, at one wedding, to talk to one woman who caught his eye. If he'd failed—if he'd been too nervous, or she'd been uninterested, or the timing had been wrong—he would have gone home and that would have been that. No second chances. No swiping right tomorrow. No "you have 47 new matches waiting."

The scarcity mattered. The difficulty mattered. The stakes were high because the opportunities were rare, and the opportunities were rare because meeting people required physical presence, social courage, and a little bit of luck.

Now? Now I could match with forty-seven women before breakfast. I could have conversations with a dozen of them by lunch. The scarcity is gone. The difficulty is gone. And somehow, paradoxically, it's harder than ever to actually connect.

*  *  *
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There's a famous psychology study about jam. Researchers set up a display in a grocery store—sometimes with twenty-four varieties of jam, sometimes with only six. More people stopped to look at the big display, but people who saw the small display were ten times more likely to actually buy jam.

The conclusion: too many options leads to paralysis. When we have endless choices, we struggle to choose at all—and when we do choose, we're less satisfied with what we've chosen because we're haunted by the alternatives.

Dating apps are a jam display with ten thousand varieties.

I've experienced this firsthand. There was a period—let's call it my "optimization phase"—when I was matching with more women than I could possibly talk to. My inbox was full of conversations in various stages of decay: some fresh, some weeks old, some that I'd meant to respond to and forgotten. Every time I'd start to focus on one person, another match would appear, another notification would ping, another option would present itself.

And I thought: Why commit to this conversation when there might be a better one waiting?

This is the poison. This is what the swipe has done to us. It hasn't just given us more options—it's trained us to expect more options. It's made us treat potential partners like products on a shelf, always wondering if there's something better in the next aisle.

The apps want this, by the way. They're designed for it. A dating app that successfully pairs people off is a dating app losing customers. The business model depends on keeping you swiping, keeping you searching, keeping you almost satisfied but never quite satisfied enough to stop.

*  *  *
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Let me tell you about the photos on my Tinder profile, because they represent approximately forty-seven hours of work and consultations with no fewer than six friends.

Photo one: Me laughing at something off-camera. This suggests I have friends and a sense of humor without looking like I'm trying too hard. I had my friend Baraka take about eighty shots to get this one right—the perfect candid that isn't candid at all.

Photo two: Me doing something active. In my case, hiking near Kilimanjaro. This says "I have a life" and "I'm not a couch potato" and "I will suggest outdoor activities that you'll feel obligated to pretend to enjoy."

Photo three: A group shot where I'm clearly the most attractive person (by careful selection, not by nature). This demonstrates social proof while allowing plausible deniability if my other photos are misleading.

Photo four: Me dressed nicely at an event. A wedding, usually. Everyone looks good at weddings. The lighting is always flattering. This photo says "I clean up well" and "I have social obligations that require formal wear."

Photo five: Something that shows personality. In my case, a picture with a ridiculous prop from a comedy show I attended. This is the "I'm not like other guys" photo, designed to provoke conversation starters.

Photo six: A full body shot, because anything less feels like hiding something, and we all know what that means.

This is my representative in the marketplace of flesh. Six photographs, carefully curated, strategically ordered, designed to present a version of myself that is technically accurate but emotionally fraudulent.

Because here's the truth: I don't laugh like that in real life. I've been hiking exactly three times. That group shot is from four years ago. I've worn a suit maybe five times total. That comedy prop was a one-time thing. And the full body shot was taken at an angle specifically chosen to minimize my belly.

Every dating profile is a lie. Not a malicious lie—just the inevitable result of trying to compress a human being into a marketing brochure. We show our best angles, our best moments, our best selves. We hide the rest. And then we're surprised when the person we meet doesn't match the person we imagined.

*  *  *
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The bio is worse than the photos.

At least photos are visceral—you either like what you see or you don't. But the bio requires you to summarize your personality, your interests, your sense of humor, and your romantic value proposition in about five hundred characters. It's like writing a cover letter for a job where the job is "being loved."

I've written dozens of bios. I've tried funny ("Software engineer who'll debug your heart"). I've tried sincere ("Looking for someone to share Sunday mornings with"). I've tried mysterious ("Ask me about the time I almost got arrested in Zanzibar"). I've tried minimal ("Coffee. Code. Chaos."). None of them worked particularly well. All of them felt like performing.

Because that's what it is. Every bio is a performance, a pitch, a carefully calibrated attempt to stand out while fitting in, to seem interesting without seeming try-hard, to be vulnerable without being pathetic.

I've seen bios that made me roll my eyes so hard I pulled a muscle:


"Partners in crime wanted 🥂"

"Fluent in sarcasm"

"Looking for the Jim to my Pam"

"Just ask!"

"Not here for hookups" (narrator: she was there for hookups)


But you know what? My bios were probably just as bad. We're all trying to say "Please find me attractive and interesting enough to invest time in" without actually saying that. The result is a landfill of clichés and forced quirk, millions of people trying to seem effortlessly appealing through obvious effort.

*  *  *
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And then—the match.

That little explosion of confetti, or the satisfying "It's a Match!" screen, or whatever animation your app of choice uses to celebrate the moment when two strangers have mutually agreed they'd like to learn more about each other. Maybe have sex. Maybe fall in love. Maybe just validate each other's attractiveness for a few exchanged messages before disappearing forever.

The match is pure dopamine. It's designed to be. App developers have studied slot machines and video games and social media notifications to figure out exactly how to make your brain light up at the moment of mutual selection. The variable reward schedule—sometimes you match, sometimes you don't—is the same mechanism that makes gambling addictive.

I've felt it. The little thrill when a particularly attractive match comes through. The validation: Someone I find attractive finds me attractive too. It doesn't matter that she might have swiped right on fifty guys today. It doesn't matter that the match probably won't lead anywhere. In that moment, you feel chosen.

This is the cruelest trick of the swipe economy. It gives us constant micro-doses of validation—just enough to keep us coming back, never enough to satisfy. We're rats pressing a lever, occasionally getting a pellet, never getting full.

*  *  *
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Statistics tell us that most matches never turn into conversations. Of those that do, most conversations die within the first few exchanges. Of those that survive, most never become dates. Of those that become dates...

Well. You're reading this book. You know how dates go.

But let's talk about that first message, because it's where so much potential goes to die.

I've sent hundreds of first messages. I've tried "Hey" (too boring). I've tried elaborate openers referencing specific things in their profile (too try-hard). I've tried witty observations (hit or miss). I've tried questions (often ignored). I've tried GIFs (occasionally effective, usually cringe in retrospect).

The truth is, none of it matters as much as we think. The first message is a lottery ticket. You're not convincing someone to like you—you're just reminding an already-interested person that you exist. If they're attracted, almost anything works. If they're not, nothing does.

But we obsess over it anyway. I've spent ten minutes crafting the perfect opening line for someone I'll never meet. I've screenshot conversations to send to friends for analysis. I've googled "best Tinder openers" at 1 AM, as if there's some magic combination of words that will unlock the secret to human connection.

There isn't. We all know there isn't. But we keep looking, because the alternative is accepting that attraction is largely random, chemistry is unpredictable, and no amount of optimization can guarantee love.

That's a terrifying thought for a DevOps engineer. I solve problems for a living. I build systems that work. The idea that romance can't be systematized feels like a personal insult.

*  *  *
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Here's what the swipe has cost us:

Patience. We've been trained to expect instant results, and when we don't get them, we move on. Building attraction slowly, letting interest develop over multiple encounters—these are endangered behaviors. Why invest weeks in someone uncertain when you could match with someone new in seconds?

Courage. Approaching someone in person now feels almost transgressive. We've outsourced our bravery to algorithms. Why risk rejection face-to-face when you can risk it anonymously, painlessly, at scale?

Presence. Even when we're on dates, we're thinking about the other options. The phone in our pocket contains a universe of alternatives. How can anyone compete with infinite possibility?

Reality. We've started to believe that the curated, filtered, strategically-lit version of people is the real version. When we meet in person and they're just human—flawed, awkward, smaller than their photos—it feels like a betrayal.

*  *  *
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But here's what we've gained, too, because I'm trying to be honest about this:

Access. I've met people I never would have encountered in my regular life. People from different neighborhoods, different industries, different social circles. The swipe has democratized attraction in a real way.

Safety. For women especially, but for everyone, the ability to vet someone before meeting them is genuinely valuable. You can google a match. You can reverse image search their photos. You can meet in public with an escape plan. This isn't nothing.

Efficiency. Look, some people just want to hook up. The apps make that easier and more honest. Two adults can match, establish mutual interest in something casual, meet, and part ways with no pretense and no hard feelings. That's a kind of progress.

Clarity. When you're on a dating app, everyone knows why you're there. No ambiguity about whether this is a date or just coffee, whether they're interested or just being friendly. The context does a lot of work.

*  *  *
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I still use the apps. Of course I do. What's the alternative? Approach strangers at coffee shops like some kind of romantic time traveler? Join clubs and activities in the hope of meeting someone organically? Actually leave my apartment on purpose?

The swipe is the water we swim in now. Complaining about it is like complaining about the weather—technically valid, ultimately pointless. This is the system. We can understand it, we can critique it, we can be aware of its distortions—but we're still going to use it, because the lonely don't have the luxury of abstaining from the only game in town.

So I swipe. Left, left, left, right. Maybe this one. Probably not. You never know.

Six hundred milliseconds to decide if someone deserves a chance. Six hundred milliseconds that could change everything or, more likely, lead to another conversation that fades to silence.

My thumb hovers. The face looks kind. The bio mentions something about hiking and coffee, like everyone's bio mentions hiking and coffee.

I swipe right.

It's a match.

The confetti falls. The dopamine hits. Somewhere in Dar es Salaam, she's seeing my face, my carefully curated photos, my trying-too-hard bio.

I open the chat. The cursor blinks.

Now what?
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CHAPTER TWO

The Algorithm of Desire
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"If you're not paying for the product, you are the product."

—Silicon Valley proverb

"On Tinder, you're not looking for love. You're being sorted by a machine that knows your worth better than you do."

—Me, 3 AM, drunk, staring at my phone


I work with algorithms every day. As a DevOps engineer, my job is to understand systems—to see how inputs become outputs, how data flows through pipelines, how decisions get made at scale. I've spent years learning to read the logic behind complex processes.

So when I tell you that dating apps are doing something to us that most people don't understand, I want you to know: this isn't paranoia. This is professional recognition. I know a manipulation engine when I see one.

And these apps? They're the most sophisticated manipulation engines ever built for human desire.

*  *  *
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Let's start with the thing they don't want you to think about: your score.

Tinder used to use something called the Elo system—named after the chess rating method—to rank users by desirability. The more right-swipes you received, especially from high-scoring users, the higher your score. The higher your score, the more you'd be shown to other high-scoring users. It was a secret hierarchy, a hidden caste system of attractiveness determined by collective judgment.

They've since claimed to move away from Elo, but the principle remains. Every app has some version of this. They have to. If you showed everyone to everyone randomly, the experience would be chaos—hot people drowning in matches, average people getting nothing, the whole thing collapsing under its own weight.

So they sort you. They rank you. They put you in a tier.

And here's the thing that keeps me up at night sometimes: you don't know what tier you're in.

There's no dashboard that shows your attractiveness rating. No notification that says "Congratulations! Based on swipe data, you're a 6.4 out of 10." The system evaluates you, ranks you, and sorts you—all invisibly. You just experience the results: more matches or fewer, hotter matches or less hot, a thriving inbox or a desert.

I've thought about this while debugging systems at work. If I built something that secretly ranked users and never told them how or why, I'd be fired. Probably sued. Definitely shamed on Twitter. But when it comes to something as intimate as romantic desire, we just... accept it. We let the machine sort us and we don't even ask questions.

*  *  *
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The algorithm knows more about you than you think.

It knows how long you spend on each profile. It knows if you zoomed in on a photo. It knows if you read the bio or just looked at the pictures. It knows when you swipe—2 PM during a work break means something different than 2 AM during a lonely night. It knows your type, even if you don't. Especially if you don't.

Let me give you an example. I told myself for years that I didn't have a type. I was open-minded. I
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