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​Chapter One - Everything You Ever Wanted
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It is 2:14 AM and the dashboard is beautiful.

Priya has always thought this in the private way she thinks things she would not say at a product meeting: the data has an aesthetic to it. The visualization renders active users as clusters of light, pale blue and amber, shifting in patterns she has memorized the way other people memorize commutes. Automatically. Without deciding to. Somewhere in the Western timezone, a match fires. A brief green flare, and then it settles back into the steady pulse of the platform's overnight churn.

Thousands of people, right now, wanting something. She built the infrastructure for that wanting. She is very good at her job.

Her apartment is quiet in the specific way of 2 AM: not peaceful, exactly, but emptied. Like a building after everyone has left for a reason no one told her. She tracks the dashboard the way other people track their heartbeat, automatically, continuously, to confirm that something is still running. Tonight the engagement numbers are up 4.3% from last Tuesday. She registers this with the mild satisfaction she reserves for numbers that behave exactly as expected, and adjusts the view filter to show only the Western timezone data. More granular. Better.

On the shelf across the room, the one she built herself last spring out of pine and patience and a very good instruction manual, there are seven other instruction manuals arranged in size order. She has been meaning to reorganize them by category for eight months, which is probably information about something. She has not yet gotten around to analyzing what.

Her phone is face-down on the desk. There is a notification she can see from here, the small red dot of a missed call, and she is aware it has been there since Thursday. Celeste has called twice this week. Priya has watched both calls ring through to voicemail in the specific calm of a person who is technically available and choosing not to be.

She is not avoiding Celeste. She is occupied. These are different things, she tells herself, with the practiced efficiency of someone who has been telling themselves this for approximately six days.

On the second monitor, the Pacific timezone match progresses: first message sent. She registers this with something close to satisfaction. The algorithm flagged 94% compatibility for this pair, higher than average, and she has been tracking whether the higher-confidence scores prompt faster first contact, or whether the weight of the number creates a different kind of friction entirely. She has a hypothesis. She is halfway through formulating its conditions when she becomes aware, in the sudden way of surfacing from deep water, that she is sitting at a desk at 2:14 in the morning calculating the behavioral implications of a confidence score she assigned two strangers who do not know she exists.

She looks at the window. The building across the street has one lit window, just one, which she is almost certain was two windows a few minutes ago. She does not remember when the second one went dark.

She closes the dashboard. The second monitor dims to sleep.

She goes to the window, one hand on the frame, in the posture she has developed for standing at windows when she is thinking or when she is trying not to think, which amounts to the same thing. The street below is empty. The city makes its nighttime sounds. The shelf holds its instruction manuals in size order. Her phone screen is face-down. Celeste has called twice.

She stands at the window for a while and looks at nothing in particular, which she is not, as it turns out, very good at.

Then she turns off the lamp. She does not call Celeste back. She knows, with the specific quiet accuracy of someone who has been building toward a thing for a long time, that when she does call, everything is going to change, and tonight she is not ready for that.

In the morning she will stand at this same window with her coffee and the numbers will be good and the dashboard will be running and everything will be, by any measurable standard, working exactly as designed.

She has always been right about the numbers.

She turns off the lamp.
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​Chapter Two - The Celeste Intervention
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The coffee Celeste brings is from the place three blocks away where they know her name and her order, which Celeste considers a sign of neighborhood integration and Priya considers faintly alarming in ways she cannot fully articulate.

It is Saturday. 10:23 in the morning. Celeste has let herself in with the key Priya gave her in 2019, and she has arrived with two cortados and an expression Priya has been reading since they were twelve years old: the one Celeste wears when she has decided something is going to happen today and is simply waiting for Priya to catch up on this.

"You look terrible," Celeste says, setting the cortados on the kitchen counter.

"Good morning."

"I'm serious. Have you slept?"

"I slept."

This is technically true. She slept from roughly 3 AM to 8:40 on the couch, which is near the bed rather than in it, but she sees no useful reason to distinguish between the two. She accepts her cortado. Celeste has pulled out the kitchen stool and settled onto it with the ease of someone for whom every chair in every room is simply a chair that happens to be waiting for her. Priya has envied this quality since adolescence. She is now resigned to finding it simply comforting.

"You didn't call me back," Celeste says. Not accusing. Just noting.

"I was going to."

"You were not."

"I was going to this weekend."

"Priya." Celeste wraps both hands around her cup. "I called Tuesday and Thursday. Both before ten PM."

"I know."

"You were awake both times. I know you were awake because you liked my Instagram post at 10:47 on Thursday."

A silence. There is nothing useful to say to this. Priya has been cornered by her own timestamp.

"Okay," Celeste says, with the specific magnanimity of someone who has already won. "We don't have to talk about the not-calling-back. What do you want to talk about?"

"I thought you had an agenda."

"I do. I'm being collaborative about it."

Priya drinks her cortado. It is very good, which is annoying, because it is difficult to maintain a posture of defended calm when you are drinking an excellent cortado in good morning light with someone who loves you and is not going anywhere. She looks at the shelf across the room. The instruction manuals are still in size order. She has not reorganized them.

"I've been thinking about leaving the company," she says.

Celeste puts down her cup. "Say more."

"I don't know how much more there is yet."

"Since when?"

"Six months, maybe. Longer, in the background." She straightens her sleeves, which is a habit she has had since she was nineteen and which she is aware of and cannot stop. "It's not a failure narrative. Align is performing well. The metrics are good, the retention is strong, we had our best Q3 since launch. That's not the problem." She pauses. "I don't know what I have to do with it anymore. Personally."

"Personally," Celeste repeats.

"Yes."

"As in, what it means to you as a person."

"That's what personally means."

"Right." Celeste is quiet for a moment, in the specific way that means she is assembling rather than hesitating. "You know what I notice?"

"Yes," Priya says, "and I'm not sure I want to hear it."

"When you talk about leaving Align, you talk about the metrics. The retention numbers, the Q3 performance. You used the word 'personally' like a disclaimer in the middle of a press release." She tilts her head. "Don't you think that's interesting?"

"Not particularly."

"I think it's very interesting."

"Celeste."

"I'm just observing."

"I know what you're just observing."

"You built a machine that tells people they've found love." Celeste says it simply, without preamble, in the direct way that means she has been waiting to say it. "When's the last time you felt it?"

The question lands with the precision of something carefully aimed, which it is, which Priya recognizes and cannot, for once, step around cleanly. She is quiet for a beat, then two, in the specific silence of a person who has been asked something their usual equipment cannot deflect.

"I feel things," she says finally.

"I know. That's not what I asked."

"I have a rich inner life."

"Priya."

"I have close relationships. I have you. I have people I care about."

"When did you last go on a date?"

A silence.

"Dates are not a meaningful metric of—"

"A single date. One time you left your apartment to share a meal with another person with some degree of romantic intention."

Priya opens her mouth. She closes it. She runs through the last several months with the focused attention she brings to any inventory problem, and she arrives at an answer she does not say aloud. The answer is nine months. The answer involves a woman she met through a mutual friend and had two perfectly pleasant dinners with before she realized she had been, without intending to, assessing the woman's communication style and attachment patterns the way she assessed beta users: categorically, against a rubric, looking for fit. When she noticed this she had ended things with the apologetic clarity of someone deprioritizing a feature that wasn't shipping. The woman had been confused. Priya has come to understand, gradually, that she had handled this in roughly the worst possible way.

"Anyway," Priya says.

Celeste puts down her cup. "There it is."

"There what is."

"The 'anyway.' You use it to close a door on a conversation you don't want to be in anymore." She is not unkind about it. She is never unkind about it. "I've been watching you do that for twenty years."

"It's a common transition word."

"It is. You've given it a second job." Celeste looks at her with the patient warmth of someone who has decided they are not leaving until something real has been said. "Can I tell you what I actually think?"

"You're going to."

"You built something because you needed to believe that love is a problem someone can solve. That if you built the right system, found the right variables, the right compatibility logic, you could make the whole thing legible. Safe." She pauses. "And somewhere in the last year I think you've started to wonder if that was ever true, and that's the part you're calling a 'professional reassessment.'"

Priya looks at the window. The street outside is doing its Saturday things: a dog, two people on bikes, a man in the middle distance who appears to be arguing with his grocery bag about something the grocery bag refuses to concede.

She watches the man with the grocery bag for a moment.

"That's a significant inference," she says.

"Is it wrong?"

She does not answer this. She does not answer it for long enough that Celeste, who knows exactly how to wait, is satisfied.

"I'm not telling you to do anything," Celeste says, gentler now. "I'm just asking you to sit with the question. The whole question, not just the professional part of it."

"I'm sitting with it."

"Are you? Or are you filing it under 'things to analyze later' and opening the dashboard?"

Priya sets her cortado down. "I haven't opened the dashboard today."

"It's 10:30 in the morning."

"That's something."

The corner of Celeste's mouth moves. "It is something," she agrees.

They talk for another hour after that, about other things, the way they always eventually find other things: a film Celeste has opinions about, strong ones, organized into tiers; a mutual friend's recent announcement that requires analysis; a book Priya has been reading for reasons she describes as professional curiosity and Celeste responds to with only a small and perfectly controlled smile. The cortados are long finished. Neither of them mentions leaving.

At some point, in the middle of a sentence about the film, Priya says: "I'm going to resign. Formally. I've been writing it in my head for three weeks."

Celeste does not make a thing of this. She says, "Okay," and then, after a moment: "Good."

"I don't have a plan yet."

"That's fine."

"I mean I genuinely don't have a plan. I don't know what comes next. I haven't had a next-step that wasn't already designed in about four years."

"I know."

"That's uncomfortable."

"I know that too." Celeste reaches across the counter and touches her hand, briefly, in the specific way she has of making contact that lands without requiring anything back. "That's sort of the point."

Celeste leaves just before noon. She does not resolve anything. She knows, from twenty years of loving Priya, that pressing is not how you get there: that what Priya needs is not a solution but a direction, and that Celeste has given her one, and now Priya has to walk it herself.

At the door, Celeste says: "You should try going outside. On purpose. With no goal."

"That's not how goals work," Priya says.

"Yeah," Celeste says. "That's kind of the point."

She leaves. Priya stands in the apartment for a while after the door closes. The cortado cups are on the counter. The shelf holds its instruction manuals. The second monitor is dark.

She goes to the shelf and checks whether the bracket needs tightening. It does not need tightening. She tightens it anyway, which is not the same thing as doing something, but is at least a thing to do with her hands.

Then she stands at the window, one hand on the frame, and looks at the street, which is full of people going somewhere in the ordinary Saturday way, moving through a world they apparently find navigable without a system.

She watches them for a while. She does not find this soothing exactly. She finds it interesting in the way she finds most things interesting, which is to say: she wants to understand it, and she is not yet sure she has the right variables.

She turns away from the window. She picks up her phone. She puts it back down.

She is going to resign. She has said it out loud now. It is a data point in the world.

She goes to see if the other bracket needs tightening. It does not. She tightens it anyway.
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