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  Chapter one
I


Val had made a list. Not on paper, not out loud, but the way she did things now, where every position arrived fully built and he was supposed to walk around it and admire the architecture. 
“It’s forty minutes each way,” she said. “That’s over an hour of driving, every time. And your kitchen actually works. I can cook there. I have counter space.”
Artie leaned against the doorframe of her apartment and looked past her toward the window. The bay was doing what it did in the early evening, pulling the last of the light down into the water so the surface looked like something you could walk across. He liked this apartment. He had liked it the first time she brought him here, the smallness of it, the way the one good window faced west and gave you the whole bay for free.
“I like it here,” he said.
“I know you like it here. But be practical. When we’re at your place, we can walk to dinner. We can walk to Cheese Board. We have the living room. Here we sit on the bed and eat off a cutting board.”
She wasn’t wrong. The apartment was small. A studio with a kitchenette and a bathroom and the one window. Her desk was pushed against the wall with two monitors and a tangle of cables running down to a power strip on the floor. The bed was a queen, which in this room meant it touched two walls. They had eaten on the cutting board. It had been fine.
“I’m not saying never come here,” she said. “I’m saying, when we have a choice, yours makes more sense.”
This was how she talked now. In structures. In positions that had been worked out before he arrived, so that his part in the conversation was not to think about it together but to follow the reasoning to its conclusion. He could feel the walls of the argument already in place, the logic clean and weight-bearing, and he knew that if he pushed on any single point she would have an answer that was calmer and more organized than his objection.
He pushed anyway. “It’s not about the kitchen.”
“What is it about?”
He didn’t know how to say it. That he liked the view. That he liked the quiet of Richmond in the evening, the slower pace of the streets, the fact that the apartment felt like her in a way his house did not feel like anyone. His house was a three-bedroom on Allston Way that he had bought when he moved back to Berkeley, and it had the things a house is supposed to have: a yard, rooms for purposes he had not filled. It was comfortable and functional and he could not have told you what it meant to him beyond the fact that it was where he kept his books and slept.
Her apartment meant something. He could feel it when he walked in. The way the monitors glowed against the wall, the small shelf of Russian novels she had brought from the East Coast, the single plant on the windowsill that she watered with a measuring cup because she didn’t own a watering can. It was a life that fit inside one room, and he found that restful.
But he could not say that in a way that would match the clarity of her argument. She had counter space and walking distance and practicality. He had a feeling about a window.
“Fine,” he said. “We’ll stay at mine.”
She looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “OK.” She turned back to her laptop and typed something, then closed it. “I’m going to pack a bag.”
He stood at the window while she moved around the room behind him. The bay was darker now, the last band of light sitting on the horizon like a seam. He thought about how the conversation had gone. Not what was said, but the shape of it. She had started with the conclusion and offered him the evidence. He had started with something he felt and could not organize. She won, not because she was right, but because her version of the argument had a structure and his did not.
He did not think about this very long. He turned from the window and helped her find the charger that had slid behind the nightstand.
They drove to Berkeley in his car. She sat in the passenger seat with her bag between her feet and her phone in her hand, scrolling through something. The drive took twenty-five minutes. At a red light on San Pablo, he watched a woman standing outside a taqueria, holding her phone up to the menu on the window. Not reading it. Talking to it. Or rather, waiting. She said something he couldn’t hear, then looked at the screen, then back at the menu, then ordered. He had seen people do this more often in the last year. Not looking things up, which was different, but asking. Checking with something before making a small decision they would have made on their own two years ago. It was not a thought he followed very far. The light changed and he drove on.
He liked driving with her. She didn’t fill silence with talking, which was one of the first things he had noticed about her. On their early dates she had been so quiet that he had worried she was bored, until she said something so specific and perceptive that he realized she had been paying attention the entire time, more carefully than anyone he’d met.
That was three years ago. The specificity was still there. But it arrived differently now. Less like she was noticing things and more like she had already processed them into something she was ready to deliver. He couldn’t have said when the change happened. It was not a date on a calendar. It was more like a season that had shifted without a single cold day to mark it.
At the house, she put her bag in the bedroom and came back to the kitchen. He opened a bottle of wine and she took a glass and sat on the stool at the counter and watched him while he figured out what to cook. This was a part of their evenings he still liked. The domestic quiet of it. Him in the kitchen, her nearby, the house holding them without requiring anything.
“There’s pasta and there’s that sauce from Saturday,” he said.
“Fine.”
He put water on. While it heated, he leaned against the counter across from her. She was reading something on her phone again, not scrolling this time but reading, her eyes moving in the steady way that meant she was taking something in.
“What are you reading?”
She didn’t look up right away. “An article about communication styles. How people with different processing speeds sometimes feel out of sync even when they agree on the fundamentals.”
“Where’d you find it?”
“I asked about it.”
He knew what that meant. She had asked the AI. Not searched for the article, not followed a link from somewhere, but asked, the way you might ask a person you trusted to explain something. She had been doing this more in the last year. Using it to think through things she used to think through on her own, or with him, or with no one at all, letting the uncertainty sit until it resolved or didn’t.
He didn’t say anything. She kept reading.
“It says that when one partner processes internally and the other processes externally, the internal processor can feel like they’re always arriving late to the conversation. Because the external one has already worked through it.”
“Is that us?”
She looked up. “Isn’t it?”
He poured the pasta into the water. The question sat between them while the pot came to a boil. He knew she meant that she was the external processor and he was the internal one, and that the article, or whatever had generated the article, had confirmed something she had already decided. He did not know how to say that the thing she was describing was not exactly what was happening. That the issue was not that she processed externally. The issue was that she processed elsewhere, in a space he could not enter, and came back with conclusions that left no room for him to participate.
But he could not say this in a way that would sound like anything other than a complaint, and he did not want to have two arguments in one evening. So he stirred the pasta and said, “Maybe,” which was the thing he said when he meant something more complicated and had decided not to pursue it.
She accepted this and went back to her phone.
They ate at the kitchen table, which was a wooden thing he had bought at a flea market in Palo Alto fifteen years ago and brought with him when he moved. The table had been through four apartments and one house and looked it. Val ate slowly, the way she always did, and told him about a problem at work, a database migration that had gone wrong and taken the staging environment down for two days. She was good at describing technical problems. She found the logic in them and presented it like a map, this led to this, which caused this, and the fix was here. He liked listening to her talk about her work. It was the place where her thinking was most alive, where she followed the thread herself instead of checking with something else first.
After dinner he washed the dishes and she dried. She was quiet again. He handed her a plate and she took it and rubbed it with the towel and placed it in the cabinet with the careful precision she brought to physical tasks, aligning the edge with the other plates so they stacked evenly.
“Thank you,” she said.
“For what?”
“For saying we could stay here.”
He looked at her. She was holding the towel with both hands, standing very still, and for a moment she looked like the woman he had met at the coffee shop in El Cerrito, the one who had been so quiet and attentive that he had felt, for the first time in years, that someone was actually interested in what he was thinking.
“You’re welcome,” he said.
She folded the towel and hung it on the oven handle and went to the living room. He heard her open her laptop. He stood at the sink for another minute, looking at the window above it, which showed nothing but his own reflection and the light of the kitchen behind him.
He had given in. He knew that. Not on a point that mattered to anyone’s life or health or future, but on a question about where they spent their time, which was also a question about what they valued, and he had folded because her reasoning was organized and his was not. This was becoming a pattern, and the pattern was not about apartments or kitchens or drive times. The pattern was that she arrived at every conversation having already finished it, and he arrived still wanting to have it, and those two things no longer fit together the way they once did.
He turned off the kitchen light and went to join her.






  
  Chapter two
II


The company was called Lumen Health, and they were in the middle of something they kept calling a transformation. Artie had been consulting for them since November, two days a week at their offices in Emeryville, helping their operations team figure out what AI could do for patient scheduling, claims routing, and the mountain of documentation that nobody wanted to read but everybody needed to file. 
He liked the work. It was practical. The problems were specific and the people were not pretending to understand more than they did. Most of them were administrators, clinicians, and middle managers who had been doing their jobs for years and were now being asked to hand over parts of those jobs to systems they hadn’t chosen and didn’t fully trust. His role was to sit between the technology and the people and translate in both directions.
On Tuesday he was in a conference room on the third floor with four members of the scheduling team, walking them through a workflow that would let the AI pre-sort appointment requests by urgency before a human reviewed them. The system was good at this. It read the intake forms, flagged certain keywords, cross-referenced insurance data, and produced a ranked list that the schedulers could work from top to bottom instead of wading through everything in the order it arrived. It saved time. It caught things people missed. And it made the schedulers nervous, because the list was almost always right, and being almost always right meant they were checking the system’s work rather than doing their own.
A woman named Diane, who had been scheduling patients for eleven years, said, “So what am I doing, exactly? I’m looking at what it already decided and saying yes or no?”
“You’re reviewing,” Artie said. “The system sorts. You confirm. If something looks wrong, you override.”
“How often will something look wrong?”
“Rarely.”
Diane looked at the screen. She didn’t say anything else, but he could read the question she was holding back: if it’s rarely wrong, why do you need me?
He moved on. He explained the override process, the audit trail, the human-in-the-loop requirement that the company’s legal team had insisted on. The meeting ended and people filed out. He stayed in the conference room and made notes on his laptop.
Diane came back. She stood in the doorway holding a coffee mug and said, “Can I ask you something that’s not about scheduling?”
“Sure.”
She came in and sat down across from him. She was in her mid-fifties, heavy-set, with reading glasses pushed up on her forehead. She looked like she was about to say something she had been holding for a while.
“My daughter is going through a divorce,” she said. “She’s thirty-one. Two kids. It’s been ugly. Her husband is, well, he’s difficult. And she’s been using one of those AI things to help her figure out what to do. Like a counselor, but on her phone.”
Artie closed his laptop halfway. “OK.”
“She talks to it every day. Multiple times. She tells it things she doesn’t tell me, doesn’t tell her friends. She says it understands her better than anyone. And the thing is, she does seem better. She’s calmer. She’s making decisions. She’s sleeping. So I should be relieved, right?”
“But you’re not.”
Diane shook her head slowly. “She called me last week and explained the whole situation to me. The marriage, the custody stuff, her feelings, all of it. And it was so clear. Every piece of it made sense. She had the language for everything. She knew exactly what was happening and why.”
She paused.
“And I’ve known this girl her whole life. She has never been that clear about anything. She’s a feeler. She gets confused. She circles around things. That’s who she is. And now she’s talking like a textbook, and I don’t know if that means she’s getting better or if she’s getting something else instead.”
Artie sat with that. He didn’t have a response that would help her, because the question she was asking was not a technical one. She wasn’t asking whether the AI was giving her daughter good advice. She was asking whether the person on the other end of the phone was still her daughter in the way she recognized.
“I don’t think there’s a simple answer to that,” he said.
“I know. I wanted to say it to someone who knows about this stuff. Everyone else tells me I should be grateful she’s doing better.”
“Are they wrong?”
“No. I’m grateful. I’m grateful and I’m worried at the same time, and nobody seems to think those two things can be true together.”
She stood up and took her coffee mug and thanked him and left. He sat in the conference room for a while after she was gone. Through the window he could see the freeway and, beyond it, the bay. A train moved along the waterfront, small at this distance.
Diane’s daughter was not Val. The situations were different. But the architecture was the same. Someone who processed things through feeling, who lived in the uncertainty of her own experience, had found a tool that organized that experience into something clean and usable. And the people around her were seeing the result and calling it improvement, because the result looked like clarity. Because clarity is what people trust.
He opened his laptop again and went back to his notes. He had two more meetings that afternoon and a report due Friday. He wrote the notes and did not think about Diane’s daughter or Val or any of it for the rest of the workday, which was something he was good at. Compartmentalization. Putting one thing in a room and closing the door and going to work in another room. He had done this his whole career at Apple, where the problems were hard enough to fill your entire mind and the satisfaction of solving them could carry you through a week. It was a useful skill. It was also, he was beginning to suspect, a way of not looking at things.
He drove home in the late afternoon, taking San Pablo Avenue because it was shorter than the freeway and he preferred the surface streets. He parked on Allston Way and sat in the car for a minute before going in. The house looked the same as it had for seven years, a brown Craftsman with a small porch and a magnolia tree that dropped petals on the walkway every spring. He had never done much to the place. The previous owners had renovated the kitchen and put in new windows, and he had moved in and arranged his books and his desk and his coffee maker and stopped there. Val had noticed this the first time she came over. She had walked through the rooms and not said anything, and later, in the car, she had said, “You live there but you haven’t moved in.”
He had laughed. She was right. The house was where he slept and worked and kept his things, but it did not have the feeling her apartment had, the sense that someone had shaped the space to fit their life. His space fit him the way a hotel room fits a guest. Adequately. Without conversation.
He went inside and put his bag down and opened the refrigerator and looked at what was there and closed it again. Val was coming over later. She had a meeting until six and would drive up from El Cerrito after. He had an hour.
He sat at his desk in the small room he used as an office. The bookshelves covered two walls. Technical books on the top shelves, most of them outdated now but he kept them anyway. Philosophy on the middle shelves: Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, a collection of Camus he had bought in college and reread every few years. The lower shelves were mixed. There was a copy of Autobiography of a Yogi that he had owned for fourteen years, bought in 2011 along with two hundred other Apple employees after Jobs died. He had read most of it that year, found it interesting in a way he could not place, and put it on the shelf where it had stayed. He could see the spine from where he sat. Yellow cover, slightly faded.
He did not pick it up. He turned to his computer and opened his email and answered three messages and reviewed a contract for a new client, a retail company in San Jose that wanted help with inventory forecasting. The work was straightforward. The company didn’t need anything revolutionary. They needed someone who understood the tools and could explain them without making people feel stupid. That was most of what he did. Not building systems but helping people understand what the systems were doing and why, and occasionally asking the question that nobody in the room had thought to ask, which was usually some version of: what were you doing before, and was it working, and are you sure you want to stop?
Val arrived at seven. She had a bag of takeout from a Thai place in El Cerrito and a bottle of sparkling water. They ate on the couch with the containers open on the coffee table, which was a way of eating he preferred to the kitchen table because it felt less formal, though he had never said this and was not sure why it mattered to him.
She told him about her meeting. The startup was working on a new version of their software and the timeline was tight and the project manager was making decisions she disagreed with. She described the technical problem in the same clear, logical way she always did, and he listened and asked a question about the database architecture, and she answered it and they talked about it for ten minutes in the way that worked best between them: two people who understood systems, following a problem to its source.
This was where they connected. In the shared language of how things worked. When they first met, at a coffee shop in El Cerrito where they had both been working on laptops, the conversation had started with something technical. She was debugging a query and had said something under her breath, and he had looked over and recognized the syntax and said, “Try the join the other way.” She had looked at him, not offended, not surprised, but with the expression of someone who had been working alone for a long time and suddenly found another person who spoke the same language.
They had talked for an hour that first day. Not about anything personal. About databases, about system design, about the way software ages and accumulates debt the way a house accumulates repairs you keep postponing. And he had noticed, underneath the technical conversation, something else. The way she listened. The way she paused before answering, not because she was slow but because she was weighing the answer against something internal, checking it against her own experience before letting it go. He had not met many people who did that. Most people in tech answered fast because fast was valued. She answered carefully because careful was what she trusted.
After dinner she asked about his day. He told her about the scheduling project and the override process. He did not tell her about Diane. He did not know why he held that back, except that it touched something he was not ready to look at, and mentioning it would mean looking at it, and he was tired and the evening was comfortable and he did not want to introduce a question he could not answer.
“How’s the team adapting?” she asked.
“Slowly. They’re good at their jobs. They don’t like being told a machine might be better.”
“Is it better?”
“At sorting, yes. At knowing when the sort is wrong, no.”
She nodded. “That’s always the gap.”
He looked at her. She was sitting with her legs tucked under her on the couch, holding the sparkling water with both hands. Her hair was down, which she usually only did at his place, and she looked comfortable in a way that made him want to say something honest. Something about what he had noticed changing between them, or what Diane had told him, or the woman at the taqueria the other night, holding her phone up to the menu.
But he didn’t. He said, “Want to watch something?” and she said, “Sure,” and he picked up the remote.






  
  Chapter three
III


On Saturday morning she called and asked if he wanted to come to her place. She said it casually, as if the conversation from the week before had not happened, and maybe for her it hadn’t. She had settled the question and moved on. That was another thing that had changed. Disagreements used to stay in the air between them for a day or two, not as tension but as material, something they would return to and turn over and eventually find their way through. Now they were resolved and archived. Filed somewhere he could not access. 
He drove to Richmond. The morning was cool and the streets were quiet and he took San Pablo down through El Cerrito because he liked the stretch of road near the water where you could see the bay open up on the left. Her apartment building was on a side street two blocks from the shoreline, a two-story stucco with exterior stairs and a row of mailboxes by the entrance that were always slightly open. He parked and walked up and knocked and she opened the door in a T-shirt and jeans with her hair pulled back.
“I made coffee,” she said, and stepped aside to let him in.
The apartment was warm. She had the window open and the bay was there, the way it always was from this room, filling the lower half of the glass with gray-blue water and the upper half with sky. On clear days you could see San Francisco from here, the skyline sitting on the far side of the bay like a row of teeth. Today was overcast and the city was gone and the water went on and on until it met the clouds.
He sat on the edge of the bed, which was the only place to sit besides the desk chair, and she handed him a mug and sat in the desk chair and turned it to face him. This was how they spent time in her apartment. The room was too small for distance but the right size for being near each other without pretending the space was something it wasn’t.
“How was your week?” he asked.
“Long. The migration is still broken. Andrei keeps changing the schema and nobody updates the documentation, so I’m debugging against a version of the database that doesn’t exist anymore.”
“Have you told him?”
“Twice. He says he’ll document it and then he doesn’t. He’s under pressure from Marcus and when Marcus pushes, Andrei cuts corners.”
He knew these names. Andrei was the lead developer, Marcus was the project manager. Val had described them often enough that they had become characters in a story he followed from the outside, a small startup in El Cerrito where eight people were trying to build accounting software that could compete with companies fifty times their size. Val had been there since 1998, longer than anyone except the founder, who had hired her off a job board when she was twenty-four and still figuring out what she wanted to do with a computer science degree from a school in Massachusetts that nobody in California had heard of.
She was good at her work. Better than good. She understood databases the way some people understood music, not from the theory outward but from the inside, from the feeling of how data moved through a system and where it slowed and where it broke. Artie had recognized this early. It was part of what attracted him, this intelligence that was not performed but inhabited, a thing she lived in rather than displayed. She did not talk about her skill. She used it. And when she described a problem at work, he could hear the precision in her thinking, the way she followed the logic to its source without skipping steps or guessing.
“Can you write a wrapper that catches the schema changes?” he said.
She tilted her head. “I thought about that. It would work for the staging environment but not production. The issue is that his changes aren’t versioned. He’s making them live.”
“That’s dangerous.”
“I know. I told him that too.”
They talked about it for another ten minutes. This was the part of their relationship that worked without effort. Two systems people following a problem, testing ideas against each other, the conversation moving forward because both of them were building on what the other said rather than waiting for a







