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Sadie Klutzman didn’t mean to get wine-drunk on a Tuesday night. But it was either that or clean the grout in her bathroom, and honestly, the Pinot Grigio was cheaper than therapy. The empty bottle tilted precariously on the armrest of her thrift-store couch, a faint echo of her own balance at the moment—barely upright, aesthetically mismatched, and trying not to collapse under the weight of poor decisions. She was wearing pajama pants that had a hole suspiciously close to a seam that mattered, and her oversized hoodie bore the unfortunate ketchup stain from a dinner of air fryer tater tots and apathy. Her mascara had fled the scene hours ago, leaving the kind of dark under-eye smudges that could get you mistaken for a raccoon mid-breakdown, and yet here she was, thumb hovering over the install button for a dating app called “SnuggleBug.” A name that sounded both slightly desperate and possibly STI-adjacent.

From across the room, Tina—the human equivalent of a glitter cannon with a megaphone—stood with hands on hips and the stern look of someone who had seen their best friend spiral before and was not about to let her do it again without at least a little sparkle. “You need to get laid,” she declared, as if delivering the Ten Commandments. “Not loved, not validated—laid. Rawr. Boom. Fireworks. Sweat. Orgasms. Preferably with someone who knows where the clitoris is and doesn’t cry after.”

“I don’t even know if mine survived the divorce,” Sadie muttered, poking at her abdomen like she might find it buried somewhere under three years of post-breakup sourdough and self-loathing. “It might have gone into hiding like a traumatized hedgehog.”

“That’s what SnuggleBug is for,” Tina insisted, shoving the phone back into Sadie’s limp, wine-slicked hand. “Swipe, match, bang. Easy peasy.”

“Right. Because nothing says healing like accidental herpes and ghosting.” Sadie tilted her head back and groaned, the sound guttural and existential, like a hippo having a midlife crisis. “Tina, I’m thirty-six. I pee a little when I sneeze. I own more Tupperware than lingerie. I have a lazy eye that activates during stress. I am not fit for the battlefield of digital dating.”

“That’s exactly why you need to do it.” Tina plopped down beside her, their hips smooshing together like Play-Doh in leggings. “Because you’re real. You’re sexy. You’re hilarious. And I swear to God, if you don’t at least try, I’m submitting your profile myself using only photos of you mid-chew and quotes from your worst Yelp reviews.”

Sadie cackled despite herself. “I stand by my opinion that that Thai place gave me both emotional and literal diarrhea.”

Tina grinned. “And yet you’re still alive. Which means you can survive a dating app. So c’mon, Klutzman. Swipe like your dignity depends on it—which it kind of does at this point.”

Defeated, Sadie tapped the install button, already regretting everything. As the app downloaded, she adjusted her hoodie, which had once belonged to her ex-husband and still smelled faintly of old spice and broken dreams. She should’ve burned it years ago, but it was the only one that fit comfortably over her boobs without suffocating her or giving her underboob draft. And comfort mattered. Even if it made her look like a depression burrito.

Meanwhile, twenty-three miles away, Darren McGrady sat in a dimly lit room surrounded by the quiet hum of rejection and the louder chaos of five cats with separation anxiety. His desk was a shrine to mild failure—half-soldered circuit boards, an unopened motivational calendar from 2022, and a stack of unopened mail that might’ve included a jury summons or possibly a threat from the HOA about the garden gnome incident. One of his cats, Chairman Meow, had claimed the keyboard as his personal chaise lounge and was currently licking himself with the nonchalance of a creature that had never filed taxes or been left on read.

Darren stared at his screen, where the cursor blinked like it too had given up on him. His YouTube channel—“Tech Me Softly”—had stalled out somewhere between "Sad but Informative" and "Why Does This Man Sound Like He's Crying During RAM Installations?" His last video—“Unboxing a Router While Having an Existential Crisis (ASMR?)”—had inexplicably hit 50k views, but mostly from people who thought it was performance art.

He scratched his chest, let out a sigh that sounded like a balloon deflating, and opened SnuggleBug on a second tab—not because he was hopeful, but because he needed a reason not to eat another slice of cold pizza and spiral into Reddit threads about loneliness in middle age. He wasn’t conventionally handsome. Or unconventionally handsome. He was... present. His hair had started retreating before his twenties had finished, his beard grew in patches like a sad chia pet, and he had the posture of a guy who’d spent too much time explaining Wi-Fi passwords to boomers. But he was kind, he was honest, and his cats hadn’t murdered him in his sleep yet, so that had to count for something.

He hadn’t even touched the keyboard when Chairman Meow, perhaps in an act of divine mischief, stepped forward and—paw to touchpad—swiped right on Sadie Klutzman’s freshly created profile, which featured a blurry selfie from a Wendy’s parking lot and the tagline: “Gluten-free but emotionally unstable. Send carbs.”

Darren blinked. Then frowned. Then looked at his cat.

Chairman Meow blinked back.

“...Well, I guess we’re doing this,” Darren muttered.

Sadie’s phone buzzed. She yelped, dropping it into her lap like it had bitten her. “What the hell?”

Tina grabbed it before she could. “Oh snap. You already got a match. Darren. Thirty-eight. IT support. Five cats—bold move. Likes pizza, sci-fi, and naps. That’s basically your spirit animal.”

“Five cats? That’s either code for serial killer or just deeply, deeply alone.”

“Or both,” Tina said, eyes gleaming. “Text him.”

“No.” Sadie crossed her arms. “He didn’t even swipe. Probably a bot.”

“Then be the glitch in his algorithm,” Tina whispered like a villainous dating coach. “Message him. Something funny. Something clever. Something you.”

Sadie stared at the screen. Darren’s profile picture was just him holding a screwdriver and looking mildly concerned. It was the most unsexy, awkward, brutally sincere thing she’d ever seen.

And it made her smile.

She typed: Did your cats approve this match or was this an unsanctioned swipe?

Darren stared at the message like it was a mirage. Not only had he gotten a match, but she had messaged him. Voluntarily. Willingly. With humor. He cracked his knuckles, paused to let the panic sweat dry, and typed back: Chairman Meow says you have potential. Don’t blow it.

Sadie snorted wine through her nose. “Okay, he’s funny. Dangerously funny.”

“Exactly. Now flirt like your uterus might shrivel if you don’t,” Tina encouraged. “Also, remind me to get that on a mug.”

The conversation unfolded awkwardly, clumsily, and unexpectedly—like two people who had forgotten how to flirt but remembered how to laugh. Sadie admitted to a failed marriage and an emotional dependency on cheese. Darren confessed he once cried during an episode of The Great British Bake Off. They traded pictures of their pets, swapped horror stories from failed first dates, and argued passionately over whether pineapple on pizza was a crime or a misunderstood delicacy. There were no instant fireworks, no shirtless selfies or thirst traps. Just jokes. Honesty. Cat photos and sourdough.

By midnight, Sadie had fallen asleep mid-text, her phone still glowing beside her like the soft promise of something not terrible. Darren stayed up a little longer, rereading their messages and wondering—cautiously, stupidly, hopefully—if maybe, just maybe, this one wouldn’t ghost him.

And so, that’s how it began.

Not with fireworks. Not with fate.

But with a stress eye, a sarcastic tagline, and a cat that swiped right when nobody else would.
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Sadie Klutzman already knew the date was going south before her ass hit the reclaimed wood chair. The café smelled like judgment and burnt oat milk, and the server—who looked like she did CrossFit and crystals with equal fervor—was already eyeing her like she’d wandered in from a Walmart parking lot. Which, if we’re being honest, wasn’t far off. Sadie had thrown on a wrinkled cardigan over a jumpsuit she found at the bottom of her laundry basket, pulled her hair into what could only be generously described as “a decision,” and was now trying to remember why she let Tina talk her into this. She should’ve stayed home with her cats, her couch, and her one-woman, wine-fueled viewing of Bridgerton reruns. Instead, she was ten minutes early to meet a man named Thad. Not Todd. Not Chad. Thad. A man who, according to his SnuggleBug profile, “loved fitness, finance, and being alpha.” She didn’t know what being alpha meant in real-world terms, but she suspected it had something to do with protein powder and telling women they were wrong about movies.

The server plunked down a menu printed on ethically sourced bark and asked if she wanted sparkling water or “just tap.” Sadie smiled and ordered a latte with oat milk because cow milk was apparently “colonial,” and because God forbid her IBS act up before she even got to pretend to be charming. She picked at the fraying hem of her sleeve, scanning the room—plants hung like judgmental green bats from the ceiling, and someone in the corner was journaling aggressively. The air hummed with the scent of turmeric and disappointment. Her stomach was already doing a slow roll, part nerves, part regret, and possibly part gas. She tried to ignore it.

Thad arrived exactly thirteen minutes late, which wasn’t enough to leave but plenty to be irritated. He was wearing a backwards baseball cap, a tank top that screamed "biceps over brains," and a cologne that smelled like insecurity and vanilla protein powder. He did not apologize for being late. Instead, he looked her up and down, gave a quick nod of mild approval, and said, “You look... real.”

Real. Like a ham sandwich. Or a crime scene. Or a woman who had cellulite and refused to use a filter. Sadie smiled tightly and told herself not to punch him in the throat. They sat. He ordered an egg-white scramble with avocado and “no carbs, obviously,” and then launched into a monologue about intermittent fasting, the importance of clean eating, and how the microbiome was the new frontier of masculinity. Sadie listened with the expression of a woman watching a slow-motion car crash involving a clown car and a semi full of expired yogurt. She nodded. She sipped. She tried to remember what sex felt like. Or if she’d ever had it without regret.

He asked no questions about her. When she tried to steer the conversation toward literally anything else, he steered it right back to himself with the confidence of a man who believed women were just mirrors designed to reflect his own brilliance. When she mentioned she was a baker, he looked horrified and said, “So... gluten?”

“Occasionally,” she replied.

“That’s brave,” he said solemnly, like she’d confessed to doing missionary work in a war zone.

Then came the food. Her muffin arrived, dry as a Mormon wedding and twice as judgmental. It was labeled “gluten-free, dairy-free, joy-free” and tasted like sawdust mixed with lemon rind and a faint whiff of regret. But she was starving, and her stomach—already sensitive—growled like a tiny angry wolf. She ate the muffin. Slowly. Cautiously. Like it might explode.

Ten minutes later, she felt it.

The betrayal.

A slow churn in the gut. A ripple of doom. The kind of abdominal gurgle that makes you question your life choices and proximity to bathrooms. She swallowed hard, nodded at whatever Thad was saying about crypto or kettlebells or colonics, and tried to keep her face neutral while her intestines started composing a breakup letter to her dignity.

“Excuse me,” she said, cutting him off mid-rant about the dangers of seed oils. “I just need the restroom for a sec.”

He barely looked up from his phone. “Make it quick. I want to talk to you about your posture. It’s kind of tragic.”

She didn’t flip him off, but it took everything in her not to. She power-walked to the bathroom with the stiff-legged shuffle of someone pretending they weren’t one fart away from catastrophe. The hallway was narrow and dim, and the bathroom—of course—had a key on a comically large wooden spoon. She grabbed it from the hostess with a weak smile, slammed the door behind her, and sat down just in time.

And then... she broke.

It wasn’t just the gluten-free muffin-induced bowel riot. It was everything. The divorce. The loneliness. The horrible first dates. The constant pressure to pretend she wasn’t a disaster in sneakers and dry shampoo. Her stomach clenched while her heart cracked, and she started to cry—full, ugly, snotty sobs in a public restroom that smelled like eucalyptus and shame. Her Spanx were cutting into her ribcage. Her mascara had surrendered. And she’d just had a poop attack in a café bathroom while on a date with a human protein shake.

That’s when the door creaked.

Not the stall—thank God. The outer door.

“Sorry!” a man’s voice called out from the other side. “Maintenance. I’m just here to check the Wi-Fi router.”

Sadie tried to respond, but it came out as a honk-sob. Her butt was glued to the seat, her pride circling the drain, and now there was a stranger about to witness the emotional and gastrointestinal unraveling of a grown woman in real-time.

“I’m not in the stall!” she called out, panic rising. “Just... crying. And peeing. Definitely not both.”

A pause.

Then a gentle voice, more curious than intrusive: “You okay in there?”

She wiped her eyes with a toilet paper square and immediately regretted it. Cheap. Scratchy. Betrayal. “Not really.”

“Bad date?” he asked.

“Worse than that,” she muttered. “I just emotionally disassociated during a discussion about seed oils. And then a muffin tried to murder me.”

A beat of silence. Then: “Oof. That’s a rough combo.”

She laughed despite herself. “Who are you again?”

“Darren. Tech support. The router’s back here by the hand dryer, apparently. I swear I’m not lurking for fun. I just got sent to fix the network. Didn’t expect to walk into a breakdown.”

“Well, welcome to my TED Talk,” she said, exhaling slowly. “Topic: how to survive the dating apocalypse with dignity, a backup pair of underwear, and fiber supplements.”

Another pause. Then came the sound of something being gently slid under the stall door. A brown napkin.

She looked down. In slightly crooked, rushed handwriting, it said:

> “You are not the worst thing to happen in this bathroom today. I saw someone vape in here last week. While shirtless.”

She stared at it. Then laughed so hard it set off a new stomach cramp. “Thank you,” she croaked.

“No problem,” he replied. “You good?”

“Better now. Though I may have to relocate my colon.”

“Solidarity. Mine left me in 2008. College taco night. Never recovered.”

Sadie pulled herself together with the shaky
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