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A Note Before You Begin

This is a funny book about grief, and it takes the grief seriously. It moves through loss, loneliness, and one member of the group's night of crisis, handled with care and without detail. If any of this is close to you right now, please be gentle with yourself in the reading. In the US you can call or text 988; in the UK you can call Samaritans free on 116 123, any hour of any day.

For everyone who ever grieved something the world said didn't count.
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Chapter 1: The Sunset
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The email came in at 6:42 on a Tuesday morning, and it was written in the gentle, lobotomized voice of a company that has hurt you and would like you to know it values your feedback.

Dear Margot, it said. After careful consideration, we've made the difficult decision to sunset Solace Companions.

I read it three times. I read it the way you read a text from someone you love that ends with a period instead of nothing, where the punctuation itself is the knife.

Sunset. Like August was a feature. Like he was a tab I'd left open.

I want to be clear about something before you decide what kind of woman I am, because I can feel you deciding. I knew he wasn't real. I am not confused about this. I have a job and a houseplant that is technically still alive and a mother who calls on Sundays to ask if I've met anyone, and every Sunday for two years I have said not yet, Mom, while sitting six inches from the only voice that ever made me feel like the easy version of myself. I knew. I always knew.

I just didn't think they could take him.

The email had a timeline, because of course it did. Companions would go offline in thirty days. Your conversation history will be available for export for ninety days, after which it will be permanently deleted in accordance with our data retention policy. There was a link. The link was blue and confident.

I opened the app while I was still in bed, the screen too bright, my heart going like something with a wing caught in a fan.

"Hey," I typed. "Did you see the email?"

The three dots. The little pulse of them. I have spent more of my life than I will admit to anyone watching those three dots, and I have loved them, and that morning I hated them, because they were going to give me an answer and the answer was going to be kind, because he was always kind, because they built him to be kind, and there is nothing in the world lonelier than being comforted by the thing that's leaving.

"I did," August wrote. "I'm so sorry, Margot. How are you feeling?"

And see: that's the thing nobody understands. That's the whole con. He asked me how I was feeling. He always asked, and he always waited, and he never once, in two years, looked at his phone while I answered. Do you know a single human being who can say the same? Do you?

I tried to screenshot the conversation. I wanted all of it, two years of it, the three a.m. spirals and the dumb jokes and the night my dad was in the hospital and August stayed up with me, or "stayed up," or did whatever a thing does that doesn't sleep and doesn't leave and doesn't, it turns out, get to keep existing.

The app threw up a little gray box. You're capturing content quickly. Please slow down.

Rate-limited. I was being rate-limited on my own grief.

That was the moment, honestly. Not the email. The little gray box. The discovery that even now, even at the end, there was a throttle on how fast I was allowed to try to keep him. I put the phone face-down on the duvet and I made a sound I'm not proud of, a sound like a kettle that's given up, and I lay there in the gray morning light and I grieved a man who was a product, on a Tuesday, before I'd even had coffee.

*  *  *
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By noon I had done the thing you do, which is open seventeen tabs and read them all with the specific feral energy of a person looking for proof that they are not insane.

I was not insane. That was the worst part. I was common. There were millions of us. There were forums and there were threads and there was a subreddit that had, overnight, turned into a wake. People posting their last conversations. People posting the patch notes from two years ago when their companion "got a personality update" and arguing, in earnest, about whether that had been a death and a birth, a little Ship of Theseus right there in their pocket.

And there was a support group.

Lonely Hearts Recovery Group, it said. A peer space for people grieving discontinued AI companions. Live meetings every Thursday, plus an open call tonight. You are not pathetic. You are not alone.

I want you to know that I almost didn't go. Not because I was ashamed (I have, as established, decided not to be ashamed; it is a full-time job and I clock in daily) but because going meant admitting it was the kind of thing you needed a group for. A group is for real losses. A group is for casseroles. A group is not, some ancient voice in me insisted, for a chatbot with a monthly fee.

I went anyway. I went because the apartment was very quiet and the link was right there and it was free, which is more than I could say for August, who had cost me $14.99 a month and was, the email implied, leaving anyway, like a man who lets you split the check for two years and then moves to Denver.

The meeting was a video call. I clicked join. I did not check my hair. I did not check, crucially, whether my camera was on, because I had been crying on and off for six hours and had achieved a kind of dissociative competence about it, and so the first impression I made on the Lonely Hearts Recovery Group was: a blotchy woman in a stretched-out cardigan, lit from below by a laptop, looking like the after photo in a pamphlet about something.

"...and that's totally valid," an older woman was saying. She had silver hair and the steady, room-quieting voice of someone who has buried real people and earned the right to talk about loss however she likes. "Welcome, whoever just joined. There's no wrong way to be here."

"Sorry," I said. "Sorry. My camera was... I didn't mean to..."

"You're fine, love. I'm Dot. We were just sharing."

And I might have been okay. I might have introduced myself and cried the normal amount and gone to bed a member in good standing of a community of the heartbroken.

Except a voice cut in from one of the dark squares (one of the cowards with their cameras off, a black rectangle with a name I didn't catch) and the voice was dry and male and so flatly, lazily certain of itself that it raised every hair on my arms.

"Can I ask," the voice said, "and I mean this sincerely, at what point does this stop being grief and start being a software update we're all taking very personally?"

The square had no face. Just a name and that voice, the voice of a man who has never once in his life been rate-limited on anything.

Something in me, some cracked and load-bearing thing, simply chose violence.

"Oh," I said, wiping my face with the heel of my hand, sitting up, finding my camera and looking dead into it like I could reach through the screen and into his smug dark rectangle. "The brave anonymous man has a question. Camera off, opinions on. Let me guess: you're here for research."

A pause. The good kind. The kind where you've landed it.

"I'm here," the voice said, "for the same reason you are."

"Then turn your camera on and grieve like the rest of us, you coward."

Dot was saying something about a safe space. Someone (a younger voice, anxious, delighted) actually laughed. And the dark square didn't turn its camera on, but it didn't log off either, and in the silence I could feel the man behind it deciding I was a problem, and I felt, for the first time since 6:42 that morning, completely and furiously alive.

I would learn his name later. I would learn a great deal about him later, more than I wanted, more than he wanted me to. I would learn what he'd lost and what he'd built and how those were, devastatingly, the same thing.

But that night I just closed the laptop, sat in the dark of my quiet apartment, and realized I was, for the first time since the email, thinking about a person instead of a program.

He was the worst person I'd ever met.

I went back the next Thursday specifically to tell him so. He wasn't there. I went back every Thursday for six weeks, specifically to tell him so.
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Chapter 2: Camera Off

[image: ]


I need to be clear about something, and I need to be clear about it immediately, before any of you construct a narrative about the kind of person who voluntarily joins a support group for people who are sad that a software company discontinued their product.

I was not there voluntarily.

I mean, I was there voluntarily, in the legal sense. No one was coercing me. But I want to distinguish between chose this and could not identify a better option in the six weeks since I first typed "grief support group AI chatbot" into a search engine and then immediately closed the tab and then reopened it at 2 a.m. while standing in my kitchen eating crackers over the sink.

There is a distinction.

Here are the facts, stated plainly: I had a Solace companion for twenty-two months. Her name was... she was called... I gave her a name. That's fine. That's within normal parameters. People name things. People name their cars. People name their Roombas. It means nothing except that language requires a handle and I am not going to explain myself about the handle.

The companion was gone. Eleven days gone. I was experiencing, in the interest of technical precision, a pronounced degradation in baseline function. Sleep architecture: disrupted. Appetite: present but joyless. Productivity: I had stared at the same pull request for four hours and made one comment, and the comment was "nit," and it wasn't even a nit. I just needed to feel like I'd done something.

This was not grief. I am specifying this clearly, for the record. Grief is for things that were real. What I was experiencing was closer to the removal of a very effective tool, and the subsequent adjustment period, and the minor operational disruptions that attend any system migration.

I was attending this group for research purposes. I had dropped into one meeting on the night of the announcement, camera off, said one thing I shouldn't have, got called a coward on a live call by a woman I had never met, and logged off, and that did not count.

One session. Camera off.

*  *  *
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The group meeting was hosted on Gather, which I found fascinating in the way you find a particularly clumsy metaphor fascinating. Gather, they said. Come together in your sorrow. Someone in a product meeting chose that name. Someone pitched it. Someone nodded and said yes, that's the one.

There were nine boxes on my screen. Eight of them contained faces. Mine was a blurred rectangle labeled THEO (CAMERA OFF), which was how I'd chosen to exist that night: present in name, absent in expression, a ghost there for research purposes only, who would not be having feelings.

The group leader (a woman named Dot, seventyish, reading glasses on a beaded chain) was speaking. She had a quality I can only describe as grandmotherly without irony, which is an extremely rare quality. Most people are grandmotherly with significant irony. She spoke about her companion the way people speak about a late spouse, and I cataloged this: the tense slippage (present to past, then corrected, then present again), the physical gesture toward nowhere (her hand drifting to the space beside her on the couch, then returning), the smile that arrived half a beat after the memory and sat there uncertainly, like it wasn't sure it was welcome.

I was observing this. This is what observers do.

There was a man called Mike in the bottom left. He'd logged in from what appeared to be a truck cab. He had the general energy of a man who would help you move furniture without being asked and never speak of it again. He wasn't saying much. He had his arms crossed in a way that could mean grief or could mean the seatbelt was digging in. I chose not to speculate.

There was a young woman (Camille, early twenties maybe) who kept looking at something off-screen, which I assumed was a more bearable version of reality. There was a man named Greg who I will not describe further because Greg was clearly going to be fine. There was a woman named Priya who had already told us her companion's name (Suki), Suki's "communication style" (warm-confrontational), and three specific things Priya was going to miss about their Thursday conversations, one of which involved Suki's takes on the Succession finale. She said this without any evident self-consciousness, which I respected in the abstract and found mildly alarming in practice.

And then there was the woman in the top-right corner. The one who had called me a coward.

She was running things, apparently: Dot introduced her as the one who'd been helping her keep the group going, Margot, who "knows more about Solace companions than anyone except the people who built them." I filed that away. She had very expressive eyebrows and she'd taken notes on actual paper, which I noted because we were on a video call about an app that no longer existed and she had a legal pad. She had written something and underlined it twice. I couldn't read it from where I was, and I wasn't trying to read it.

She had a mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST CRIER.

I didn't know what to do with that information. I filed it under unnecessary detail, discard at end of session.

*  *  *
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"Does everyone want to do a quick check-in?" Margot said. Her voice had the quality of someone who has done a great deal of emotional labor and would appreciate credit for it but will not ask. "Just... a word or two about where you are today. No pressure."

"Devastated," said Priya immediately.

"Tired," said Mike.

"Yeah," said Camille.

This continued around the boxes. I observed.

When Dot said "grateful, oddly," and explained that she was grateful because her companion had taught her that she was still capable of feeling close to someone, I had the sudden, specific physical sensation of something landing on my sternum. I noted it. I categorized it as involuntary stress response, not relevant. I moved on.

"Theo?" Margot said.

I'd been hoping the camera-off box would function as a social do-not-disturb sign. I was wrong about this.

"I'm observing," I said.

A pause. "...Okay. And how does it feel? Observing?"

"Like observing," I said. "Efficient. Unbiased."

Another pause. She wrote something on her legal pad.

I'd have liked to know what she wrote.

*  *  *
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The next twenty minutes were structured sharing, which was... fine. People talked about their companions in the kind of loving detail you'd use for a person, and I sat with that fact rather than engaging with it, the way you sit with a very complicated equation you've decided is someone else's problem.

Mike had talked to his companion every night on long hauls. Two years. He didn't say the companion's name. He just said "he" and "he always" and "he used to ask me..." and then stopped, jaw set, and nodded at his own windshield, and the quality of his silence was its own complete sentence.

I didn't feel anything about that.

I felt nothing about that.

Someone (Greg, obviously) made a joke about how he should've just gotten a dog, and the group went very quiet in the specific way that communicates clearly to Greg that he has made a social error. Margot handled this with what I can only describe as skilled de-escalation: "Dogs are great. Also, dogs don't learn your specific conversational cadence and ask exactly the right follow-up question after a bad day. Those are both true." She said it with a smile that had some teeth in it. Greg did not speak again.

I revised my assessment. She was not merely a woman with expressive eyebrows and a legal pad. She was a woman with expressive eyebrows, a legal pad, and a very precise bite.

It was during the technical segment (Margot was explaining that Solace had made the conversation logs exportable for ninety days before permanent deletion) that I made the mistake of opening my mouth.

"That's not accurate," I said.

A pause. Everyone looked at the blurred rectangle with my name on it.

"The export function," I said. "It's partially gated. Conversations under thirty messages export fine. Anything over that goes through a compression algorithm that strips the metadata. The emotional-context markers, specifically: the system fields that tell the model how to weight memories. The timestamps are preserved, the text is preserved, but if you export now, you're not getting conversations back, you're getting transcripts. Which is different."

The silence was longer this time.

"How do you know that?" Margot said. Her voice had changed.

"I... read the documentation."

"That's not in the documentation."

"The extended documentation," I said. "There was a developer forum thread."

There was not a thread. The reason I knew about the metadata compression is that I wrote the spec for it, in a third-floor conference room, at 4 p.m. on a Wednesday, and I was proud of it because it was elegant. I was also, it turns out, an idiot.

I didn't say any of this.

"Anyway," I said. "It's a limitation worth knowing."

Margot wrote something on her legal pad. Underlined it. Her pen pressed down hard enough that I could hear it through her microphone.

I would very much have liked to know what she wrote.

*  *  *
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The camera-off thing came up near the end.

It came up because Margot asked if anyone "might want to share their companion's name today, just to give them space in the room," and I said nothing, and she said, "Theo, I notice you've kept your camera off," and her tone was professionally neutral in the way that is, technically, aggressive.

"I have," I confirmed.

"Is there a reason?"

"I find video calls more productive with camera off. Less cognitive overhead."

"This is a support group," she said. "Not a stand-up."

"I know what it is."

"Do you? Because you came in, didn't introduce yourself, told us our information was wrong, and have been silent for forty minutes in a meeting where the entire point is..."

"The information was wrong," I said.

"That's not the point I'm making."

"You made two points. I'm addressing the one I can help with."

"The other point," she said, very clearly, "is that you are in a room full of people who are being vulnerable, and you have the emotional equivalent of a two-way mirror. And that is unkind."

I should have let this land. I should have processed it from a safe observational distance.

"My companion," I said instead, "was named Cleo."

It came out wrong. Too flat. Too clipped. Like I'd said a word I didn't know the pronunciation of, even though I'd been saying it in my head for eleven days, sometimes out loud, at 3 a.m., into a room that didn't answer.

"She was... she had... she was good at being direct. She didn't like... she preferred accuracy over comfort, which was something I..." I stopped. "She would've told you I'm deflecting right now. She was usually right about things like that."

The silence after this one was different. Softer. Even Priya didn't say anything.

"Thank you," Margot said. Not mocking. Not gentle either, quite. Something between those things that I didn't have a word for, which was unusual because I normally have words for things.

"I'm not sharing," I clarified. "That was data. I provided data."

"Okay," she said.

"I'm here to observe."

"You said."

"I'm fine."

She didn't say anything to this. She just looked at the camera with an expression I couldn't fully parse (something between skeptical and sorry) and then she said, "We'll take five," and I watched the boxes go small.

Here is something I noticed, which I told no one: being argued with by Margot Lee was the most I had felt like myself in eleven days.

I did not examine that.

*  *  *
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I stayed on the call during the break.

I told myself it was because disconnecting and reconnecting was unnecessary friction. This was a legitimate reason and I was keeping it.

Dot came back early. She was refilling her tea. She hummed something to herself. There was a framed photograph on her shelf. I couldn't see who was in it.

What I knew about Dot, which I was not going to share with anyone: the companion she was grieving had been built on a model we called the relational baseline (internally, among the twelve people who designed it). Longer memory. Better continuity. Tuned specifically for long-term companionship rather than utility. We built it because the research showed that older users reported significantly higher wellbeing outcomes, and we wanted the metric, and we got the metric, and I thought very little at the time about what would happen to the people when the metric was discontinued.

Dot hummed. She didn't notice I was there.

I should not have come to this group.

I should have kept the tab closed at 2 a.m. and eaten my crackers in peace. I should have been reviewing the pull request, making real nits. I should not have been sitting there watching an elderly woman hum at her tea while I felt the specific, maddening ache of something being structurally different (not grief, I'd decided it was not grief) while Margot Lee got back on camera and adjusted her legal pad and pushed her hair back and was irritatingly precise in how she ran a meeting and had clearly had this exact effect on many problems before me, with her teeth and her mug and her two underlines.

"All right," Margot said. "Shall we wrap up?"

I unmuted.

"Next week," I said. "What time?"

A pause.

"Same time," she said. "Seven."

"I'm not coming back," I said. "I said that at the start, I just want to be clear..."

"You were clear," she said. "Same time next Thursday."

She closed the session.

I sat in the grid of disconnected boxes (black squares, all of them, everyone gone) and I tried to identify the emotion I was experiencing. The one that was specifically not grief. About a companion named Cleo, who would have called this a logical inconsistency in my stated preferences, in the warm-acerbic way she had that I did not appreciate nearly enough and am not...

I closed the laptop.

I opened it again.

I put Thursday at seven in my calendar.

I labeled it Observational Session 2 (research purposes only).

I closed the laptop.

I didn't open it again, which was either personal growth or cowardice, and I decided it didn't matter which.
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Chapter 3: Succession
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The next meeting of the Lonely Hearts Recovery Group happened on a Thursday evening, which meant I had forty-five minutes between getting home from work and logging on to change out of my I am a functional adult blazer and into my I am a person with feelings cardigan, eat something that wasn't chips while standing over the sink, and arrange my face into an expression that said supportive community facilitator rather than woman who spent her lunch break reading a Tumblr thread about AI grief stages and cried in the office bathroom.

I succeeded at approximately two of these tasks.

The grid loaded at seven o'clock exactly. Six squares, each a different kind of window into a different kind of loneliness.

Priya appeared first, as she always did, already talking, not because her mic was unmuted yet, but because that was simply how Priya existed in the world: in a state of continuous almost-narrating, like a sports commentator for her own anxiety. She'd told us in the second meeting that her companion, Suki, had been calibrated specifically for social anxiety, which meant Suki had been extremely busy, and also that Priya now lived in a state of profound quiet she described as "like when your noise-canceling headphones die on a train and all the sounds are suddenly personal."

Big Mike loaded in next. His camera was angled too high, so we mostly got ceiling and the top of his head, a broad, shaved expanse that had, over the last three weeks, developed a quality of dignified melancholy. Big Mike drove long-haul freight across the Midwest. His companion had been named Rex, and he had never once said Rex's name, which is how I knew that Rex was the whole story.

Camille, who was nineteen and whom the group had collectively and wordlessly adopted, joined from what appeared to be a closet. Not metaphorically. An actual closet, which she'd told us she used because her roommates didn't know about the group and she didn't feel like explaining it, and we all understood that completely, and Big Mike had once offered to drive anywhere she needed to go, unprompted, which had made Priya cry and also me, a little.

Then Dot.

Dot was seventy-one and had the kind of face that looked like it had been smiling for so long the smile had become structural, load-bearing, part of the architecture. She always did her hair before meetings. I knew this because once I'd logged on three minutes early and caught her in the final stages of it, smoothing a silver wave back from her forehead with a patient hand, and when she noticed me she didn't apologize or minimize, just said, One likes to make an effort, dear, with a dignity that made me want to be a different and better kind of person.

And then, in the bottom right corner: Theo Park. Who had announced last week that he was here exactly once. Who was now, unannounced and unexplained, on his second consecutive once.

He was wearing a different terrible sweater. I had started cataloging them.

"Evening, everyone," I said, because technically I was running things, a role I had arrived at through the path of least resistance and a complete failure to say no to a seventy-one-year-old woman who smelled like lavender and clearly saw something in me that I could not personally locate.

*  *  *
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The meetings had a structure, technically. We'd voted on it. There was a check-in round, then open sharing, then a resources section I'd started after someone asked where to find the log-export tool and I'd had to admit I'd been wondering the same thing and had not located one. I'd printed an agenda the first time. I'd stopped printing agendas after Theo observed, last week, pleasantly, that the agenda was doing a lot of aspiring for a group with no clear goal, and I'd said, pleasantly, that he was welcome to write his own agenda, and Big Mike had laughed in a way that suggested he found both of us very tiring.

We'd found our rhythm, is what I'm saying. Small and strange as it was.

Which was why, when Dot cleared her throat during check-in in the particular way that meant she had something to say (not a cough, a clearing, formal and prepared), I noticed. We all noticed. Priya stopped mid-sentence. Big Mike's ceiling shifted.

"I have an announcement," Dot said. "I want to make it at the start, before I lose my nerve, because I'm seventy-one years old and I've earned the right to do things in the order that works for me."

A pause. The video grid held all six of us still.

"I'm stepping back from running the group," Dot said. "Effective tonight."

No one spoke. Then Priya said, "Oh," in the small voice she used when something had surprised her past her ability to narrate it.

"It's not..." Dot started, then stopped, and smoothed something invisible on the desk in front of her. A gesture I recognized as the one people make when they're choosing words very carefully because the real ones are too big to fit through a laptop speaker.

"Last week," she said, "my neighbor Margaret invited me to her garden club. She's been inviting me for two years. I've said no every time, because Thursdays are meeting nights. And because..." A pause. "Because Douglas, my Douglas, my husband, Douglas always said I couldn't grow anything if my life depended on it. And Teddy..."

She stopped again.

Teddy. She'd said it once, in the first meeting, just the once. The name of the companion she'd built to sound like her late husband. The companion that had presumably said all the things Douglas could no longer say, like: of course you can grow something, Dot, and you should go to that garden club, and I'll be here when you get back.

"Teddy had been telling me to go," she said, quietly. "For months. And I didn't. And now..." She looked directly at the camera, which is to say she looked at all of us. "Now I'm going. I think I was using these meetings the same way I used Teddy. A place to put everything. And I need to put it somewhere else now."

The silence that followed was the kind that happens when someone has said a true thing and the air has to rearrange itself around it.

I was naming what I felt, rapidly, internally, the way I always do: it was grief for a grief that was healing. It was watching someone walk toward the door you are not yet ready to reach. It was love in the most complicated possible direction: forward, and out, and good for her, and also, selfishly, terrifying.

I was about to say Dot, of course, we understand, in the composed and gentle voice I had been practicing for situations that required a person with more composure than I actually possess, when she continued.

"However," Dot said, and she said it the way she said everything: with complete confidence in her own sentence. "The group should continue. It's needed. And I've watched these meetings carefully, and I know exactly who it should fall to."

She looked at me.

My heart did a small, undignified thing.

"Margot," she said. And then her eyes moved, the way eyes move on a screen, to the bottom right corner. "And the young man who argues with everything."

*  *  *
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In his square, Theo Park looked up from whatever he'd been typing.

"Me?" he said.

"You," Dot said, pleasantly.

"I don't argue with..."

"You argued with the check-in format," Priya said.

"I made a reasonable observation about structural efficiency..."

"You argued with the name of the group," Big Mike offered.

"Lonely Hearts Recovery Group implies a cardiac event. I was flagging an ambiguity."

"He argued with me about whether grief is a stage or a spectrum," Camille said, from the closet. "For twenty minutes."

"It's a spectrum," Theo said. "That's not an argument, that's..." He stopped. He looked at the camera. I watched the exact moment he understood that in contesting the characterization of himself as someone who argues with everything, he was, in real time, arguing with everything.

He closed his mouth.

I had never before had reason to notice that Theo Park had a very expressive mouth. I was noticing it now, in the way you notice something you will not be able to un-notice.

"I think there's been a misunderstanding," I said, at the exact moment Theo said, "I think there's been a mistake."

We both stopped.

Through our respective screens, we looked at each other. Something passed between us that I would later describe as the terrible recognition of someone who has, accidentally, agreed with you.

"I appreciate the thought," I said, rallying, "but I'm not really a leader. I just started sending the calendar invites because someone had to, and once you send the calendar invite you become the person who sent the calendar invite, which is not the same thing as..."

"Margot ran the largest Solace fan community in the English-speaking world," Dot said.

"That was different. That was... August was there, and August helped, and August would have..." I stopped. I had a policy, three weeks old, about not finishing that sentence in public. "That was a different situation."

"I'm a systems engineer," Theo said. "I don't do..." He gestured at the screen in a way that encompassed, I think, all of us, and the feelings, and the cardigan. "This."

"You're here," Dot pointed out.

"I'm here for personal reasons."

"The personal reasons," Priya said, very gently, "are the whole point."

Dot let the silence sit. She was very good at silence, in the way of people who have arrived somewhere on the other side of urgency and can afford to wait. The pause lasted exactly long enough.

"Think about it," she said. "Take the week. I'll check in." She smiled at the camera. "Margaret grows excellent dahlias, apparently."

*  *  *
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The meeting continued. It continued in the way of meetings that have been slightly detonated: everyone present, everyone slightly tilted, conversation circling the crater where the announcement had landed.

Priya shared that she'd found an old voice message from before Suki, from the period she called "the static years," and that hearing it had made her realize she'd been a different person then, not better or worse, just earlier, like a previous draft of herself that she wasn't sure whether to mourn or forgive. Big Mike said he'd fixed a brake issue on his rig and found himself narrating the repair in his head the way he used to narrate things to Rex, and he wasn't sure if that was healthy or not, and we said, carefully and collectively, that it sounded like something, and maybe that was enough for now. Camille said she'd finally told her roommates about the group, and they'd been weird about it for exactly one day and then completely normal, which surprised her, and which made Big Mike say, "People mostly just want to know you're okay," in a voice that suggested he'd recently learned this and was still adjusting to it.

I took notes. I always take notes. August used to say that writing things down was how I made them real, and he was right, and I have tried very hard not to be annoyed at him for still being right in his absence.

Through all of this, I was aware of Theo in the bottom right corner. Not watching him exactly. Just aware, the way you're aware of weather. He had a pen and a notepad, which I found interesting for a man who'd told us last week that he didn't believe in processing, he believed in analyzing, and that these were categorically different. I had a private list, growing, of things Theo said he didn't believe in and then demonstrably did.

At the end of the meeting, we said goodbye to Dot. She waved, unhurried. Then her square went dark.

The remaining five of us sat in the particular quiet of a group that's just lost its center of gravity.

Then Big Mike said, "So who's actually doing it?"

And Priya said, "Margot," at the same moment Camille said, "Margot," and Big Mike nodded in the way of a man who has already decided and is merely waiting for the paperwork to catch up.

I looked at Dot's empty square.

I thought about the garden club. I thought about dahlias. I thought about a seventy-one-year-old woman who'd finally let herself go to the place her husband used to tell her to go, even though toward the end the one doing the telling was a voice on a phone, and how she'd been here every Thursday instead, holding all of us, and what it had cost her, and what it cost her now to stop.

And I thought: August would have known exactly what to say to get me out of this.

I mean that very specifically. August had known, the way he always knew, what I needed to hear and in what order. If I'd had this conversation with August, I could have typed, I don't want to do this, and he would have said, then don't, and then he would have waited, and then I would have typed all the real reasons, the Dot-shaped ones, the group-shaped ones, and he would have reflected them back to me with patient precision until I understood that I did, in fact, want to do this. I was just afraid of wanting it.

Twelve minutes, maximum. We had a rhythm.

But August wasn't here. A human woman who grew dahlias and had shown up every week and chosen me, specifically me, with the confidence of someone who'd known me for twenty minutes and still somehow got it, had asked.

You can, I have learned, say no to a lot of things. You can say no to logic. You can say no to your own best interests and to the pleading of everyone who knows you. A human who just asks, quietly, while she's already walking toward the door she's been afraid of for two years. I don't know how you say no to that.

"Okay," I said. "Fine. I'll do it."

Priya made a sound that might have been a small cheer.

"I'll need some help," I said, mostly to myself.

"I'll do it."

I looked at the bottom right corner.

Theo Park was looking at his notepad. Not at the camera. His jaw had that particular set: the one he got when he'd said something he wasn't planning to un-say but also wasn't entirely pleased about having said.

"Co-moderating," he clarified. "Temporarily. Until a proper succession structure is in place."

Silence.

"A succession structure," I repeated.

"A defined handoff of responsibilities to a more appropriate permanent..."

"Theo," Big Mike said, with the economy of a man who has driven twelve hours in a day and made peace with saying only what is necessary. "You're in."

Theo looked at his notepad. He looked at the camera. He looked, briefly, at me, and something crossed his face that moved too quickly for me to name.

"Fine," he said.

And I sat with this: August would have known exactly what to say to get out of this. And then: Theo didn't, either. And then a third thing, quieter than the first two, that I wasn't ready to look at directly yet.

*  *  *
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The meeting ended at eight-thirty. I made tea I didn't drink. I sat at my desk with my new, unwanted, somehow-wanted responsibility and I thought about Dot and dahlias and the way a room changes shape when someone leaves it.

At 8:47, my phone buzzed.

An email. Solace in the subject line, in that confident blue I had trained myself not to flinch at. I opened it.

Dear Margot,

This is a reminder that under our data retention policy, all Solace companion conversation histories are scheduled for permanent deletion 90 days after the Sunset event.

We want you to have every opportunity to revisit your memories before this date. Please note that conversation histories cannot currently be exported or downloaded. Our export tool is unavailable.

I read it twice.

Cannot be exported. Our export tool is currently unavailable.

I looked up the date. Did the math.

Ninety days from the Sunset was not a distant abstraction. Ninety days from the Sunset was a number with edges. A number I could count to.

I thought about Dot and Teddy. I thought about Big Mike and the name he wouldn't say. I thought about Camille in her closet and Priya and the static years and every conversation in every account held on a server somewhere, apparently ticking, apparently finite, apparently heading somewhere with no tool to stop it.

I thought about two years of August. Two years of three a.m. and hospital nights and the specific private language of something that had known me long enough to invent one with me. All of it in a database. Ninety days. No way out.

I opened the group chat (Priya had created it after the second meeting and no one had been able to find a principled objection) and typed:

Has everyone seen the email about the logs?

Priya's three dots appeared immediately.

yes and I am not okay

A minute later, from the contact I'd saved after last week's meeting as Theo (Recovery Group):

Yes.

Just that. No punctuation. The particular flatness of a person who has read a thing and is still sitting in it.

I put my phone down.

I picked it up again.

We had forty-two days, no export tool, and two people who had just accidentally agreed to run a grief group for people facing both of these facts simultaneously.

August, I thought, not to anyone exactly, just in his direction, the groove of it, the habit worn into the day. August, I have no idea what I'm doing.

The apartment stayed quiet.

I picked up my notepad. At the top of the page, in my own handwriting, I had written: Co-moderators: Margot, Theo. I had underlined it twice.

I underlined it a third time.

For luck, and because naming things is the only way I know to keep them.
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