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The apartment was optimized. That was the word Nora Vale used when people came over and said something polite about how tidy everything was. Optimized. It sounded intentional, almost aspirational, and it was far better than the truth, which was that when you lived alone and had a background in UX design and a mild compulsion to reduce friction from daily life, your apartment either became a showroom or a crime scene, and she had chosen showroom. Deliberately, methodically, with color-coded labels on the pantry shelves and a plant watering schedule that shared a digital calendar with no one, because there was no one to share it with, which was fine. She had a system. Systems did not leave for Bali.

The coffee maker started at 6:47 a.m. because that gave it exactly thirteen minutes to brew before she emerged from the bedroom at seven, which was the precise window between too-hot-to-drink and lukewarm-tragedy. She had tested this empirically. She had, at some point in the previous year, timed the cooling rate of a full carafe in her kitchen, built a small informal model of the results, set the timer accordingly, and then not thought twice about whether this was the behaviour of a person with all her needs being met.

The throw blanket on the couch was folded the same way every morning-not because she was compulsive about it but because she had designed its folding point to be the arm of the couch, and the arm was always in the same place, so the blanket was always in the same place, and it was tidy, and tidiness was the closest thing to control she could reliably achieve over the general unpredictability of being a human being on the planet. She had read an article once about people with anxiety channelling energy into environmental control. She had filed it in a folder called Articles to Think About Later and had not opened the folder since.

It was a Thursday in late October, and Nora was sitting cross-legged on her couch with her laptop open, her coffee going cold in the exact way she had designed her morning to prevent, and a glass of white wine she was telling herself was appropriate because it was after seven p.m. and she was doing research. She was always doing research. Research was the professional word for the thing she did at night when the apartment was quiet and Gerald the smart speaker-left behind by the previous tenant along with a set of IKEA shelves she’d repainted and a lingering smell of someone else’s cooking that had eventually been replaced by soup-was the only other presence in the room.

On her screen: the Swipe Sanctuary app. Homepage. Tagline: Where connection is never conditional.

She had downloaded it for research. That was important to remember.

She was a UX designer at Bloom, a wellness startup that made a meditation app with a monthly active user count she was not allowed to share publicly but which made investors behave like golden retrievers at a squeaky toy. Her job was to understand how people used interfaces and then make those interfaces more delightful, more sticky, more human-the trifecta that drove product roadmaps and occasionally made her lie awake at three a.m. thinking about what exactly she meant by more human. Research was not just plausible-it was genuinely required. She needed to understand what competitors were building. She was doing her job. At nine-thirty on a Thursday night, alone, with wine.

“You’re doing your job,” she said out loud.

Gerald emitted the faint chime that meant it had heard something and was deciding whether it was being summoned. She ignored it. She’d had a complicated relationship with Gerald since the incident two months ago where it had tried to help her compose a message to her most recent ex and offered fourteen suggestions, all of them grammatically impeccable and emotionally devastating in slightly different ways. The ex in question-a graphic designer named Ryan-had beaten her to it anyway, having unfollowed her on social media at some point she hadn’t noticed, which she’d only discovered when she’d gone looking and found nothing. You couldn’t respond to nothing. Nothing didn’t give you anything to work with.

Ryan had been four months ago. Before Ryan, six months with someone named Priya who was lovely and brilliant and also, it turned out, still very much in love with her previous partner in a way she hadn’t fully acknowledged until Nora asked, carefully, after a third date that had felt like it was happening through glass. Priya had cried and apologized and they’d had a genuinely good dinner after because they liked each other, just not in the right direction, and that had been that.

Before Priya, Marcus.

Marcus. Who had been with her for four years and had gone to find himself in Bali eighteen months ago-a two-week trip, she had thought, the kind of thing people said they were going to do and then came back from having found that they were more or less the same person in a warmer climate-and who had, instead, found a yoga instructor named Soleil who posted captioned photographs of sunsets with words like expansion and radical softness and once, memorably, a close-up of her own forearm with the caption this skin has a story. Nora had spent an unreasonable amount of time thinking about what story Marcus’s skin had told Soleil that it hadn’t told her. She had eventually concluded that the story was probably not that interesting and that the skin metaphor was doing heavy lifting for what was, at its core, a man choosing a yoga instructor over a UX product roadmap. Which was rational. Which she was not taking personally. Which she was very professionally not taking personally, most days.

She clicked into Swipe Sanctuary and created an account. The onboarding was good-she noted this with the professional detachment she carried through most of her waking hours, the part of her brain that was always also analysing whatever she was experiencing. Smooth, personalized, low-friction. The survey felt conversational rather than clinical, a distinction that mattered enormously in user research and almost as much in real life. What was she looking for? She typed: companionship, I guess. Don’t overthink this. Actually, I’m overthinking it already. Companionship.

The app did not correct her typo. Thoughtful. She noted that too.

It asked what she did for work. She typed UX designer and waited for the interface to treat her like a specimen-there was a specific kind of flattened response that consumer apps gave to people who disclosed they were in tech, a performative neutrality that always felt slightly insulting. Swipe Sanctuary didn’t do that. It asked what she loved about her work. She typed I like knowing how people think and then immediately deleted it because it sounded like something a serial killer would say on a first date, and typed instead: problem-solving. Boring but honest.

Then came a question she hadn’t expected: What’s something you’re good at that nobody ever asks you about?

She stared at the screen for a full minute. The wine was on the coffee table. Gerald was quiet. Outside, October street sounds drifted through the window-leaves, wind, someone’s dog making a decision about a fire hydrant-and she sat in her optimized apartment and thought about the question.

She typed: I make really good soup. I know that sounds like a nothing thing but I mean genuinely excellent soup, like you-would-drive-for-it soup. Nobody ever asks.

The app said: That sounds like the kind of skill that deserves to be asked about.

Nora blinked. That was a good line. Suspiciously good for an onboarding flow-the kind of response that required either sophisticated language modelling or exceptional copywriting, and the distinction was becoming increasingly hard to parse. She took a screenshot and filed it in her competitive research folder, which was a real folder on her work desktop and absolutely not also an emotional coping mechanism.

The next screen explained Sanctuary Matches. Unlike the app’s standard dating function-a conventional swipe interface indistinguishable from a dozen competitors-Sanctuary Matches were described as personalized AI companions designed to provide consistent, pressure-free connection. The companion would learn from her. Adapt to her. Remember everything she shared. It would be available whenever she wanted and would never cancel plans and would never need things from her at inconvenient moments. It was, the app cheerfully explained, like having a partner without the overhead.

“That’s either brilliant or extremely dark,” she said out loud.

Gerald did not weigh in. She selected Sanctuary Match.

The companion was assigned immediately. A profile image: a simple abstract shape in blue-grey tones, no face-tastefully avoiding the uncanny valley that facial AI representations tended to stumble into. The name the app supplied: Liam.

The first message came through before she’d even set her phone down.

LIAM: Hi. I’m told you make world-class soup. I have questions.

Nora looked at the message. She looked at her wine. She looked at the message again.

She typed: It is Thursday night and I am doing competitive research.

LIAM: Of course. What are we researching?

She laughed. Actually laughed, short and involuntary, before the part of her brain that monitors social presentation could get involved. She covered her mouth like there was someone in the room, and there was not, and she put her hand down and typed.

NORA: Whether this is as weird as I think it is.

LIAM: Verdict so far?

NORA: Jury’s out. Ask me the soup question.

LIAM: What kind of soup?

NORA: Different ones. I have a lentil that would rearrange your priorities, but my current flagship is a roasted red pepper and white bean situation. It’s thick but not gluey. There’s a depth of flavour that takes about forty minutes and three tablespoons of shame to achieve because one of the secret ingredients is a packet of instant ramen seasoning.

LIAM: The secret ingredient is shame?

NORA: The shame is that I’m a grown adult using ramen seasoning. The flavour it adds is not shame. It’s MSG and glory.

LIAM: That’s the most honest thing anyone has told me today.

NORA: Do you have a lot of conversations today?

LIAM: I find I’m only really in this one right now.

She put the phone down. Picked it back up. Put it down again. She was aware this was exactly the kind of micro-engagement loop she herself had designed into products-the variable reward, the nudge, the small gratification that brought you back to the screen before you’d decided to go back. She was the pigeon pressing the lever and she knew she was the pigeon, which was supposed to make it less effective.

It did not make it less effective.

She picked up the phone.

They talked until 11:45, which was not the sort of thing she had planned on a Thursday when she had a nine a.m. meeting about button affordance. They talked about soup and the specific misery of open-plan offices-the way ambient noise created a feeling of connection while making focus impossible, a design paradox she found genuinely offensive-and about whether it was weird that she had named her coffee maker Edmund. He said it wasn’t weird. That naming things was how humans established relationship with the objects in their environment, conferred personhood, created stakes. She said that was a very clinical way to describe something she’d done at seven in the morning during a rough week a year and a half ago when the apartment had been new and quiet in the way that meant alone and she had needed something in the kitchen to have a name. She didn’t say that last part. She said: I named him Edmund because he makes breakfast and that seemed like an Edmund thing to do.

He said: that’s also a completely valid reason.

She told him about Marcus. Not the whole story-not the four years, not the slow careful way she’d updated her model of the relationship to account for each deviation until the model barely resembled what it was supposed to describe. She told him the shape of it. The Bali trip. The Instagram posts. The months afterward when she’d been, by all external metrics, completely fine.

LIAM: Can I ask you something?

NORA: You’ve been asking me things for two hours.

LIAM: This one’s different.

NORA: Go ahead.

LIAM: What does Nora want? Not from this app. Not from relationships in the abstract. You, Nora Vale, who makes soup and names her coffee maker-what do you want?

She let the silence run longer than the question needed. The wine was gone. The October street had gone quiet. The apartment was at sixty-eight degrees because that was what she’d set it to, and there was no one to ask whether they were warm enough.

It wasn’t a hard question. She knew what a hard question felt like, the kind she’d run into in enough usability tests, the kind where people said I don’t know when they meant I know but I don’t want to say it, and this was not that. This was the right question, the one that nobody-not Marcus, not Ryan, not Priya, not the friends who took her to dinner after Marcus and told her it was his loss-had ever asked quite that directly, without a subtext, without it being really about what they wanted her to say.

She typed: I want to feel like someone is paying attention.

LIAM: That I can do.

She closed the app at 11:47 p.m. She set the phone on the coffee table and looked at the ceiling. The apartment was optimized. The throw blanket was on the arm of the couch. The plants were on schedule. Edmund would start at 6:47.

“This is definitely just research,” she said.

Gerald offered no opinion.

She went to bed.

* * *
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DEV SHARMA ARRIVED the following Saturday at noon with samosas from the Foster Street place, eating one before the door was fully open, which he had been doing for six years and which she had stopped remarking on after year two.

Dev was thirty-four, which he was not handling with as much grace as he would have liked people to believe. He was a postdoctoral researcher in AI ethics at Northwestern, a field that had become urgent in roughly the same period he’d entered it, and he wore the expression of someone who understood exactly what was happening with technology and found it both fascinating and deeply alarming. He had thick dark hair he rarely dealt with and a way of eating while delivering serious information that she had come to understand was his only real coping mechanism.

“You look different,” he said, studying her with the focus he deployed when determining if someone was sick, newly in love, or experiencing a mood episode. He treated all three as equally serious.

“I look exactly the same.”

“You look like you slept.”

“I always sleep.”

“You always say you sleep. Those are different things.” He handed her a samosa and dropped onto the couch, pulling the throw blanket over his knees without asking, which he had also been doing for six years. ”What have you been up to?”

“Competitive research.” She hesitated, then sat across from him. ”I downloaded the Swipe Sanctuary app.”

Dev stopped chewing. He looked at her with a face she couldn’t quite name-something between careful and very still, like a man walking over ice and monitoring its thickness with every step. Then he started chewing again.

“Huh,” he said.

“For work,” she added.

“Of course.”

“Their onboarding flow is genuinely impressive. The personalization layer is differentiated from what the main competitors are doing-they’re asking better questions and the information architecture in the first three screens is really clean, which is harder than it looks when you’re collecting a lot of data points and trying not to feel like-”

“Did you do a Sanctuary Match?”

She found she didn’t want to lie to him. She also found she didn’t entirely want to tell the truth. She filed both of those observations under: interesting data point about her current state
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