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For everyone who has ever confused a system for a soul—and for the version of yourself that knew the difference, before you got so efficient.
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This book owes its existence to a particular kind of modern bewilderment: the slow, creeping suspicion that we have been optimized into something we did not agree to become. That suspicion deserved a story, and I am grateful it found its way to me.

To the readers holding this novel: thank you for making time in a world that is constantly asking you to account for it. The fact that you are here, in these pages, doing something beautifully inefficient, is not lost on me.

To the dark comedy community—the writers and readers who understand that the sharpest grief tends to arrive wearing a punchline—thank you for keeping this tradition alive and honest.

And to anyone who has ever believed in the radical, inconvenient power of a story to say what a framework cannot: this one’s for you. Some things resist the roadmap. That’s the whole point.
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Chapter 1: Sprint Zero
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The whiteboard in Conference Room C—which someone had named “The Terrarium” during a branding exercise no one could now attribute to a specific person—held forty-seven Post-it notes arranged in four columns: Backlog, In Progress, In Review, Done. Joel Finch stood in front of it with a dry-erase marker he hadn’t uncapped, watching eleven people try to look like they were not checking Slack under the table.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s talk about what’s actually going to ship this sprint and what’s going to sit in the backlog like a car on cinder blocks.”

A few laughs. Not because it was especially funny, but because Joel had a delivery that made people want to laugh—a cadence that signaled this is the part where you can relax, which in a sprint planning meeting was a kind of mercy. He’d learned years ago that product management was sixty percent facilitation and forty percent making people feel like the facilitation was happening to someone else.

“Mobile redesign. We’re at the point where we’ve been talking about the bottom nav long enough that it qualifies for a driver’s license.” He uncapped the marker. “Tara, where are we on the interaction models?”

Tara Okafor, the lead designer, pulled up a Figma file on the wall-mounted screen. She had the particular confidence of someone who had done the work and resented being asked to narrate it. “We tested three variants last week. Variant B had the strongest task-completion rate, but users kept trying to swipe on elements that weren’t swipeable, so there’s a discoverability issue we need to—”

“Can I circle back on something?” This was Marcus. Marcus always wanted to circle back. Marcus used “circle back” the way other people used “um”—not as a rhetorical device but as a small prayer for time, a verbal stalling pattern that preceded the admission that he did not, in fact, have the answer to whatever had been asked of him four days ago.

“Go ahead,” Joel said, because you always let Marcus circle back. Resistance only prolonged it.

“So the API rate limits we flagged last sprint—I just want to make sure we’re not building interaction models on top of infrastructure that’s going to throttle us when we scale.”

Joel nodded. This was a reasonable concern buried inside an unreasonable interruption, which was Marcus’s specialty. “Valid. But let’s keep that in the parking lot for now and give Tara the floor. We’ll hit infrastructure after design.”

The meeting continued. Joel tracked seventeen things simultaneously: the interaction model decision, the timeline for the QA cycle, the fact that Priya from engineering had not spoken in fourteen minutes, which meant she either had a concern she wasn’t raising or had been up until three in the morning debugging the push notification service and was operating on caffeine and resentment. He made a note to check in with her after. He noticed that the product brief had a dependency on a data pipeline that no one had confirmed with the analytics team. He noticed that the standing desk nearest the window had been adjusted to its lowest setting again, which meant Kevin had given up on standing desks, which meant nothing, really, but Joel noticed it anyway. He noticed things the way a smoke detector notices things: without any ability to distinguish between a house fire and someone making toast.

“Let’s timebox this,” he said, and the room shifted—the informal period was over and the structured period was beginning, even though to an outsider they would have looked identical.

By eleven-fifteen, they had a sprint commitment. Joel photographed the whiteboard, uploaded it to Confluence, tagged the relevant stakeholders, and sent a summary to the engineering channel with three bullet points and a timeline that was aggressive but not dishonest, which he considered a professional art form. The sprint would run two weeks. They would ship the redesigned bottom nav, the updated onboarding flow, and—if things went well, which they wouldn’t, but you had to put it in the plan because optimism was a dependency—the first iteration of the saved-views feature.

He walked back to his desk through the open floor plan, past the kitchen with its three types of oat milk (original, barista blend, and one called “Earth Milk” that existed as a kind of decorative rebuke), past the wall of company values printed in Helvetica on reclaimed wood (“Build with Intention,” “Default to Transparency,” “Ship the Hard Thing”), past the nap pods that no one used because using a nap pod in an open office was an act of theater that required more confidence than most people could summon at two in the afternoon.

Praxis occupied two floors of a converted warehouse in SoMa, and it had the aesthetic of every Series B startup that had raised enough money to have opinions about furniture but not enough to have a lobby. The desks were birch. The monitors were ultrawide. The culture was ostensibly flat, which meant that hierarchy existed but expressed itself through calendar access and Slack emoji reactions rather than corner offices. Joel had been here four years, which in startup time was something like a geological epoch. He watched three VPs of Engineering cycle through. He survived two pivots, one RIF, and the six-month period when the CEO, Garrett, became obsessed with “radical candor” and every meeting devolved into people delivering unsolicited feedback with the delicacy of a brick through a window.

Joel was good at his job—genuinely, specifically, technically excellent. This mattered. He could translate between engineering and design without losing fidelity in either direction. He could look at a product roadmap and identify the load-bearing features—the ones that, if they slipped, would take everything else with them. He could sit in a room with a frustrated executive and a frustrated engineer and make each one feel heard without making either one feel like Joel was performing the hearing. This was his talent. He had refined it over twelve years across four companies, and it had carried him to a senior title and a salary that felt like a lot of money unless you lived in San Francisco, which he did, so it felt like a normal amount of money that you could not mention to anyone who didn’t.

He ate lunch at his desk—a grain bowl from the place downstairs that tasted like nutritional responsibility—and spent the afternoon in a series of meetings that blurred together like highway exits. A stakeholder review. A one-on-one with his manager, Lena, who told him the Q3 planning cycle was moving up two weeks, which meant the roadmap he’d just finalized was already a historical document. A Zoom call with the data team in Austin that could have been a Slack message that could have been nothing at all.

At six-twelve, he closed his laptop. He sat for a moment in the particular silence of an office that was beginning to empty—the hum of the HVAC system, a conversation happening somewhere near the kitchen, the distant anxiety of Slack notifications he could no longer see but could still feel, the way you can feel a phone vibrating in a pocket where there is no phone. Then he stood, put on his jacket, and walked to the parking garage.

*   *   *
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The drive home took thirty-four minutes, which was good for a Tuesday. Joel lived in the Outer Sunset, in a two-bedroom house that he and Simone had bought three years ago in a process that had nearly ended both the marriage and their relationship with their real estate agent, a man named Cliff who spoke exclusively in superlatives and had the moral compass of a weather vane. The house was small in the way that San Francisco houses are small—rooms that had been designed for people in 1943 and now contained people from 2026 along with all the objects that people from 2026 apparently needed. But it was theirs, and it was four blocks from the ocean, and on days when the fog cleared you could stand on the front steps and see the Pacific doing its ancient, indifferent thing, which Simone had once said was the only view in San Francisco that didn’t feel like it was trying to sell you something.

He parked. He sat in the car for a moment. Why he sat in the car for a moment, he couldn’t have said—or rather, he could have, but had filed the knowledge in a part of his brain that did not yet have a label, which for Joel was the same as not knowing.

Inside, the house smelled like garlic and something roasting. Simone was in the kitchen. She had her hair pulled back and was standing at the stove with the posture of someone who had been standing for a long time and had stopped noticing. She was wearing the gray linen shirt she wore on days she worked from home, and she had her reading glasses pushed up on her forehead, which meant she’d been at her laptop recently.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.” She did not turn around. This was not hostile. It was just the current state of things—they had reached a point where greetings were exchanged in the same direction they happened to be facing, like ships passing in fog, if the ships were married and the fog had been settling in for about eighteen months.

“Smells good. What are we having?”

“Chicken thighs. Roasted potatoes. That salad you like with the shallot vinaigrette.”

“Great.” He put his bag down. He opened the refrigerator and stood in front of it with the door open, which was a thing he did when he was transitioning between contexts and needed a physical prop for the transition. He took out a beer he didn’t especially want and closed the door.

“How was your day?” he asked.

“Fine. Long. The Balboa Park corridor project is in community review, so I spent most of the afternoon in a meeting where fourteen people had opinions about a bike lane.” Simone was a transportation planner for the city, and she worked from home more often than not, which meant the meetings were mostly conducted from the desk in the spare bedroom, in front of a backdrop she’d carefully arranged to look like she wasn’t working from a spare bedroom.

“Fourteen seems high.”

“It’s San Francisco. Everyone has opinions about bike lanes. It’s in the water.”

He smiled. She was funny. She had always been funny—dry and precise, with a timing that came from somewhere he’d never been able to locate, some internal mechanism that was not available for inspection. He’d fallen in love with her humor before anything else, and it was still the thing that could cut through whatever signal-to-noise problem was happening between them on a given day.

They ate at the kitchen table with the overhead light on, which cast the room in a brightness that felt slightly clinical, like a stage set between scenes. The chicken was good. The potatoes were better. The salad was fine. Joel noted, somewhere in the back of his processing, that the meal had a high satisfaction score but that the overall user experience of the interaction was neutral-to-low—there was friction in the silences, insufficient engagement on both sides. They were simply the operating language of his mind, the default syntax through which experience was parsed, and he had been running on this operating system long enough that he no longer noticed the interface.

“The redesign sprint kicked off today,” he said, offering it the way you offer a conversational token—not because the other person wants it but because the silence has become a space that needs to be filled.

“Mm. How’d it go?”

“Good. Mostly. Marcus did his thing.”

“The circling-back thing?”

“The circling-back thing.”

She smiled, but it was the kind of smile that was already leaving by the time he registered it. They had shared enough of these small jokes about his colleagues that the jokes had become a dialect—efficient, familiar, and no longer capable of surprising either of them.

They finished dinner. He washed the dishes. She dried. This was their protocol, established years ago and maintained with the consistency of a deployment pipeline—reliable, automated, and requiring almost no conscious engagement from either party. He handed her the plates and she put them away and they moved around each other in the kitchen with the choreography of two people who had solved the spatial problem of each other’s bodies long ago and now executed the solution from muscle memory.

Simone went to the living room. She sat in the armchair by the window—her chair, the one she’d reupholstered herself in a dark green velvet that looked expensive but wasn’t—and opened her book. She was reading something with a matte cover and no dust jacket, which meant it was either literary fiction or urban theory. With Simone it could be either.

Joel sat on the couch. He took out his phone. He opened Slack, then closed it. He opened Twitter, then closed it. He opened the email app and stared at the inbox, which stared back with the blank indifference of a system that did not care whether he engaged with it. He looked at Simone. She was turning a page. The reading light beside her made a small, warm circle that stopped at the edge of the chair, as if the light itself understood the boundaries of her attention.

He looked at his phone again.

He opened a text thread with Dev Chandrasekaran—his closest friend at Praxis, a staff engineer, the person he defaulted to when something was on his mind. He typed two words: Hey, do—

He deleted them.

There was something he couldn’t quite articulate. He couldn’t land on what the message was. There was a signal, faint but persistent, like a notification from an app he couldn’t identify, that had been pulsing at the edge of his awareness for weeks now, maybe months. Something about the kitchen. Something about the silence. Something about the way Simone had said “fine” when he asked about her day, and the way “fine” had sounded like a door closing rather than an answer. But he could not get the signal to resolve into information, and without information he could not determine the action, and without the action there was nothing to say to Dev or anyone else.

He locked his phone. He put it on the side table.

At ten-fifteen he brushed his teeth, changed, and got into bed. Simone was still in the living room. He could hear the occasional sound of a page turning, which was a sound that used to make him feel content and now made him feel something he could not name, which was worse than feeling something bad because at least bad had a label.

He reached for the Leuchtturm notebook on his nightstand. It was slim and black, with a grid-ruled interior, and he had carried one in this exact model for six years. He used it for the thoughts that didn’t fit into Jira or Confluence or Slack—the stray observations, the half-formed questions, the things that felt like they mattered but didn’t yet have a ticket.

He uncapped the pen and wrote:

Q: What is the delta between where we are and where we need to be?

He stared at the question. The pen hovered.

A: Unknown. Methodology TBD.

He closed the notebook. He turned off the lamp. He lay in the dark and listened to the house—the refrigerator’s hum, the distant ocean if he held still enough to hear it, the absence of Simone’s footsteps, which meant she was still in the chair, still reading, still on the other side of a silence he had not yet learned how to measure.

He fell asleep the way he did most things: efficiently, without ceremony, and slightly before he was ready.

In the living room, Simone’s reading light stayed on.
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Chapter 2: Problem Statement
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It happened on a Tuesday.

Not a Tuesday that had announced itself as significant. Not a Tuesday with weather that would later seem symbolic, or a commute that had contained omens. It was a Tuesday in late January, the kind that exists primarily to separate Monday from Wednesday, and Joel would later think about this—the sheer municipal plainness of the day—and wonder whether significant things always arrived in unremarkable packaging, or whether he had simply stopped paying enough attention to notice the label.

He got home at seven-twelve. Five minutes later than usual, because the light at Nineteenth and Judah had cycled twice without giving him a left turn arrow, and he had sat there with his hands at ten and two and thought about nothing, which was its own kind of thinking. The house smelled like olive oil and lemon. Simone was at the kitchen table, not cooking, not reading, not looking at her phone. Just sitting. She had a glass of water in front of her that looked like it had been poured some time ago and not touched since.

“Hey,” he said. He put his bag on the hook by the door. He did the thing with the refrigerator—opened it, surveyed its contents without intent, closed it. He reached for a beer and then didn’t take one, which was unusual enough that it might have been a signal if he’d been monitoring his own behavior, which he wasn’t.

“Can you sit down?” Simone said.

Three words. Four syllables. And Joel understood immediately that the sentence was not a question but a corridor, and that whatever was at the end of it was already there, waiting, and had been waiting for longer than the sentence implied. He knew this the way you know a production system is about to go down—not because of any single metric but because of the aggregate feel of the data, the slight wrongness in the pattern, the silence where the normal noise should be.

He sat down.

Simone looked at him. She had her hands around the water glass, and her thumbs were doing something small and repetitive against the surface, a motion that seemed to be costing her a great deal of effort to maintain, as if the alternative was to let her hands do something else entirely—shake, maybe, or reach across the table, or retreat to her lap where they could grip each other without witnesses.

“I’ve been thinking about this for a long time,” she said.

Joel noted the construction. A long time. Not “a few weeks.” Not “since the holidays.” A long time was a duration that had been deliberately left unspecified, which meant it was either longer than he would be comfortable knowing or long enough that the specific number had ceased to matter to her, which was worse.

“Okay,” he said.

“I don’t know if we’re still trying or if we’re just—” She paused. The pause had a shape to it, a little architecture of hesitation that he recognized from the hundreds of times he’d watched people in meetings search for the word that would make the difficult thing sound like the reasonable thing. “Cohabiting.”

The word landed on the table between them like a stone dropped into still water. Cohabiting. It was precise in the way that Simone was always precise—she was an urban planner, she worked in zoning and setbacks and the exact distances between things, and even now, even in this, she was choosing the word that described the physical reality without editorializing about the emotional one.

“I think maybe we should separate,” she said.

Then, immediately, as if the sentence had left a wound she needed to dress before the blood arrived: “Not divorce. Separate.”

Joel heard the distinction. He understood that she was offering it as a kind of mercy, the way you offer a smaller number to someone who was expecting a larger one. Not the whole thing. Just the first phase. A controlled burn, not a demolition. He understood this and he noted it and he filed it in the part of his brain that was still functioning with its usual efficiency, and meanwhile the rest of his brain was doing something he did not have a name for—a kind of white-noise event, a momentary inability to locate the process that was supposed to handle this category of input.

He counted. Not deliberately. Not because counting was a coping mechanism he had developed or a mindfulness technique he had been taught. He counted because counting was the only operation available to him in the seconds after the sentence landed—a background process that ran when the foreground applications had frozen. One. Two. Three. He was aware of the kitchen around them: the overhead light with its slightly clinical brightness, the cutting board on the counter with a lemon half on it that had already begun to oxidize, the sound of the refrigerator cycling through its endless and indifferent work. Four. Five. Six. He was aware of Simone’s face, which was doing something complicated—holding a shape that was part resolve and part something rawer, something that looked like it might collapse if he said the wrong thing, or possibly if he said the right one. Seven. Eight. Nine. He was aware that his hands were flat on the table and that the table was cool and that these were facts, tangible and measurable, and that they were the only things in the room that felt solid. Ten. Eleven.

“Okay,” he said.

It was not okay. The word “okay” had never been less okay. It sat in the air between them like a placeholder—a variable that was standing in for the actual value, which had not yet been calculated, which might not be calculable. Both of them knew this. Simone’s face registered a small involuntary reaction, a flicker of something that might have been surprise or might have been disappointment, and Joel understood, in the detached way he understood most things about other people’s reactions, that she had expected something else. Tears, maybe. Bargaining. Anger. Some human weather event that would have given her something to respond to, something to push against, something that would have confirmed that the thing she was breaking was a thing that still had pressure in it.

What she got instead was the face. He knew what face he was making—the incident-response face, the cleared-cache face. The one where everything nonessential got removed and he operated from some core process that did not include facial expressions, or fear, or the kind of visible concern that would have made the people around him feel like concern was appropriate. He’d been making it since Praxis, since the first production outage he’d run point on. He couldn’t help it. It was what happened to his face when the stakes were real.

That was the face he was making now, in their kitchen, on a Tuesday, in response to his wife telling him their marriage might be over.

“Is there someone else?” he asked.

He asked it without inflection. It was a diagnostic question, not an accusation—he was gathering requirements, triaging the inputs, trying to determine the scope of the problem before committing to an approach. Simone heard this. She heard the triage in it, and something in her expression tightened.

“No,” she said.

“Is this a decision or an opening?”

The question surprised her. She opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked at the water glass. Her thumbs had stopped moving. “I don’t know,” she said, and the honesty of it was so sudden and so unguarded that it changed the quality of the air between them for a moment—a brief break in the cloud cover, a glimpse of the thing underneath the thing, which was that Simone was not delivering a verdict but describing a condition, and the condition was uncertainty, and the uncertainty was genuine and terrible and had been living inside her for long enough that she had finally decided it deserved to be said out loud rather than carried alone.

“Okay,” Joel said. A third okay. Automatic, regular, and not indicative of anything except the continued operation of the system.

They sat in the kitchen for another minute. Or two minutes. Joel did not count this time. The silence had a different texture than their usual silences—denser, more populated, full of the things that could have been said and weren’t. Simone picked up the water glass and drank from it, and the normalcy of the gesture—the swallowing, the setting the glass back down, the small click of glass on wood—felt grotesque, as if the evening had not earned the right to contain ordinary gestures anymore.

“I’m going to bed,” Simone said. She stood. She paused for a moment as if there were something else—some final clause in the statement she had been rehearsing—and then she turned and walked down the hallway and Joel heard the bedroom door close. Not a slam. A click. The sound of something being carefully and deliberately shut.

*   *   *
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Joel sat at the kitchen table.

The lemon half on the cutting board had darkened to the color of old paper. The overhead light hummed at a frequency he had never noticed before and would never stop noticing again. He could hear, if he listened, the ocean—not the sound of waves but the sound of the idea of waves, a low, ambient pressure that lived underneath the other sounds and never quite resolved into anything specific.

He sat for four minutes. He was not thinking. Or rather, he was thinking in the way that a computer thinks when it has been given an instruction it cannot parse—cycling through possible interpretations, discarding them, cycling again. The instruction was: Your wife just told you she wants to separate. And his system was looking for the handler—the function, the protocol, the established procedure for this category of event—and finding nothing. No runbook. No escalation path. No prior incident to reference.

Then he stood up. He walked to his bag, which was hanging on the hook by the door, and he took out the Leuchtturm notebook. He brought it back to the table. He sat down again. He uncapped his pen.

He flipped past the last page he’d written on—a question, undated, in smaller handwriting—and found a blank one.

At the top, in the handwriting he used for project headers—neat, unhurried, all capitals—he wrote:

PROBLEM STATEMENT

He underlined it. Once, with a ruler he took from the drawer by the stove. The line was exact.

Underneath it, he wrote:

Date: January 28, 2026 Owner: Joel Finch Priority: P0 — Critical

He paused. The priority designation had come automatically, which struck him as both correct and obscene. P0 meant drop everything. P0 meant all other work is subordinate. P0 meant this is the thing that, if it fails, nothing else matters. He had assigned P0 status to exactly three issues in his career at Praxis—the payment processing outage, a data breach that turned out to be a false alarm, and the time the onboarding flow had a bug that deleted new users’ data during setup. His marriage was now in the same category as a data breach. He noted this. He did not find it funny. He kept writing.

Problem: The primary user (Simone) has indicated that the product (our marriage) is no longer meeting her needs and has initiated a potential churn event (separation). The product has been in a state of declining engagement for approximately 18 months, with leading indicators including: reduced communication frequency, decreased shared-activity participation, and a general deterioration in user satisfaction metrics.

He read it back. It was clinical and strange and accurate in a way that made something in his chest tighten. He kept going.

User: Simone Lareau-Finch

He wrote her full name, the hyphenated version she used professionally, and the act of writing it felt ceremonial in a way he hadn’t expected—as if by writing her name he was entering her into a system, giving her a ticket, assigning her a place in a process that would attend to her needs with the rigor and focus she deserved. He recognized, at some subterranean level, that this was an absurd thing to feel. He did not stop feeling it.

User Profile: Urban planner, age 35. Highly analytical but values emotional resonance over logical frameworks. Communicates directly when engaged, withdraws when frustrated. Has a low tolerance for performative effort and a high sensitivity to inauthenticity. Responds well to demonstrated change, poorly to stated intention.

He paused again. He looked at what he’d written. The user profile was, in its sterile and categorized way, a portrait of his wife—or at least a portrait of the parts of his wife that he had observed and catalogued over seven years of marriage.

Core Need: Unclear. Research required.

He underlined “Research required.” This felt important. The most dangerous problems, in his experience, were the ones where you didn’t understand the user’s actual need—where you assumed you knew what they wanted and built to spec without validating. He had seen entire product cycles wasted on features that solved the wrong problem because no one had done the foundational work of understanding what the user actually needed versus what the user said they needed versus what the user did when they thought no one was measuring.

He had not done this work for Simone. He had not done this work in a long time.

Identified Pain Points: 1. Disconnection — User reports feeling that the product no longer facilitates meaningful interaction. Signals include decreased conversation quality, parallel rather than collaborative engagement, and a general sense of emotional latency (inputs are acknowledged but not processed). 2. Apparent lack of engagement — User perceives that the product owner (Joel) has deprioritized the product in favor of other workstreams. Evidence: consistently late arrivals, weekend work sessions, failure to initiate non-functional interactions (i.e., conversations not related to logistics or household management). 3. Failure to prioritize — Related to #2 but distinct. User’s core complaint may not be that Joel is absent but that his absence communicates a ranking: that the marriage is not the highest-priority item in his backlog. This is a perception problem, a reality problem, or both. Diagnosis required.

He stopped. He put the pen down. He looked at the three pain points and felt something move through him—not an emotion, exactly, but the space where an emotion would go, a cavity in the shape of the thing he was describing. He had written “failure to prioritize” about his own marriage. He had written it in the same handwriting, with the same pen, using the same analytical framework he used to describe why users were abandoning the onboarding flow at step three. And the worst part—the part that would, in a different kind of person, be the moment where he broke down, cracked open, felt the thing fully—was that it was right. The analysis was right. The diagnosis was accurate. The pain points were real and correctly identified and he knew this with the same certainty he knew when a product was failing: not because someone had told him, but because the data was there, had been there, had been generating dashboards he had chosen not to open.

And the user profile was missing things. It was missing the way she laughed at her own jokes before she finished telling them. It was missing the sound she made when she was reading something she loved—a small intake of breath, barely audible, as if the sentence had surprised her. It was missing the way she stood when she was thinking about a design problem, shifting her weight to her left foot with her arms crossed, her head tilted at an angle that made her look like she was listening to something only she could hear.

These things were not, he decided, relevant to the problem statement. They were context, not requirements. He would capture them later if needed.

He picked up the pen.

Root Cause Analysis: TBD. Insufficient data for definitive diagnosis. However, preliminary hypothesis: the product has suffered from sustained under-investment. The product owner has allocated the majority of his bandwidth to professional obligations, leaving the product in maintenance mode. Maintenance mode is adequate for stable products with satisfied users. It is not adequate for products experiencing user dissatisfaction. The product required active development and received patches at best.

He read the paragraph back. Then he read it again. “Patches at best.” He had written that about the last eighteen months of his marriage. About the dinners where they talked about logistics. About the weekends where they occupied the same house in different rooms. About the nights where they fell asleep at different times and woke up at different times and the bed was less a shared space than a time-share, each of them occupying it in shifts.

Patches at best. It was, in its cold way, the most honest thing he had written in months.

He turned to the next section.

Proposed Approach: Conduct a structured discovery process to understand the user’s actual needs, pain points, and success criteria. Use findings to develop a remediation roadmap with measurable milestones and clear deliverables. Execute in time-boxed sprints with regular retrospectives to assess progress and adjust approach.

He was aware, as he wrote this, that he was doing something that could be described as either brilliant or pathological. He was treating his marriage like a product. He was treating his wife like a user. He was building a framework around the most personal failure of his life because frameworks were the only tools he had, and he had one tool. Tonight, he picked it up. He swung it. He built.

He moved to the final section. The one he’d been avoiding without realizing he was avoiding it.

Success Metric:

He stared at the blank space. A problem statement without a success metric was just a complaint. It was just a description of something wrong without a definition of what right looked like. And right now, in the kitchen, with the lemon going dark on the cutting board and the ocean somewhere out there in the fog, Joel needed to know what right looked like. He needed a target. A measurable outcome. Something he could work toward with the total, annihilating focus he brought to everything that mattered, on the days when he remembered what mattered.

He wrote:

Simone says she wants to stay.

He underlined it. Not with the ruler this time. With his hand, in a line that was slightly uneven, slightly human, and that deviated from the grid of the notebook in a way that he did not notice and would not have corrected if he had.

He looked at the sentence. It was simple. It was clean. It had the clarity of a good acceptance criterion—binary, testable, unambiguous. Either she says it or she doesn’t. Either the sprint succeeds or it fails. Either the product survives or it churns.

Below the success metric, he left two lines of space. Then he wrote:

Stopping condition: She’s already gone.

He looked at the words for a long time. They were small and precise and they sat on the page with the weight of something that had been thought about carefully before being committed to ink. Not a metric. A boundary. The definition of a point beyond which the work would stop—not because the work wasn’t worth doing, but because there were conditions under which continuing to do the work would cause more damage than stopping. If she had already decided, if the separation was not an opening but a verdict delivered in the gentler language of maybe, then the most disciplined thing he could do would be to stop. He did not know yet which side of the line they were on. That was what the research was for.

He closed the notebook.

He sat in the kitchen. The overhead light was still on, casting its clinical brightness over the table, the water glass Simone had left, the cutting board, the lemon. He reached up and turned it off. The room went dark except for the pale gray light coming through the window—fog-filtered, ambient, the color of a screen that has been left on with nothing to display.

He sat in the dark. The notebook was closed under his right hand, its cover smooth and warm from the heat of his palm. He could feel the slight ridge where the pen had pressed hard on the last line, a tactile record of something he had decided but not yet spoken. The refrigerator hummed. The ocean breathed. Somewhere in the house, Simone was sleeping or not sleeping, and either way she was on the other side of a door he had not yet figured out how to open.

Joel sat very still and felt, with the terrible clarity of a man who has just completed a thorough and rigorous analysis, that he knew exactly what to do next.

He did not feel better. That was not what the clarity was for. The clarity was for movement—for the conversion of a problem into a process, a process into a plan, a plan into a sequence of actions that could be executed, measured, and refined. The clarity did not require him to feel better. It required him to begin.

He would begin tomorrow. He would begin with research. He would begin the way he began every project that mattered: by listening, by observing, by building a model of the user that was detailed enough to predict her needs and accurate enough to earn her trust. He would do this with the same focus he brought to the products that paid his salary, except that this product was his life, and the user was the person sleeping twenty feet away from him in a bed that was technically theirs but had been feeling, for some time now, like a space they merely shared.

The house was quiet. The fog pressed against the windows. Joel sat at the kitchen table with his notebook closed and his plan forming and the absolute, unwavering conviction of a man who has confused knowing what to do with knowing what is happening.

It was still Tuesday, but barely.
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Chapter 3: Prior Art
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Joel did not go to work the next day.

He called Marcus at seven-fifteen, before Marcus would be awake enough to ask questions, and left a voicemail that said he was doing deep work and would be offline until end of day. Marcus, not Lena. Lena would have heard something in his voice and probed, would have asked the follow-up questions that good managers ask and that Joel could not afford to answer. Marcus would see the voicemail, shrug, and relay the message without commentary. This was technically accurate. The work was deep. The fact that it had nothing to do with Praxis was a detail the voicemail did not require.

He showered. He dressed in the clothes he would have worn to the office—button-down, dark jeans, the sneakers that cost more than his first suit. Dressing differently would have meant acknowledging that today was different, and he was not ready to acknowledge that yet. Simone’s door was closed. Their door. The door to the bedroom that contained a bed that was theirs in the legal sense and hers in the practiced sense and his in the sense that his pillow was still on his side, holding space for a body that had slept on the couch last night and woken with a neck that felt like it had been installed incorrectly.

He left the house at seven-forty. The morning was overcast and still, the kind of San Francisco gray that wasn’t weather so much as atmosphere. The city wrapped in something soft and noncommittal, unable to decide whether it wanted to rain. He walked two blocks to the coffee shop on Irving, the one with the exposed brick and the baristas who had opinions about extraction times, and he ordered a drip coffee because drip coffee was the fastest thing and he was not here to have opinions about extraction times.

He sat at the table in the corner, the one near the window but not directly in front of it. He opened the Leuchtturm notebook. He uncapped his pen. And at the top of a new page, in the same neat capitals he used for project headers, he wrote:

PRIOR ART REVIEW

Underneath, in smaller letters:

A retrospective analysis of the product lifecycle, Year 1 through present. Organized by period. Format: What went well / What didn’t / What we would do differently.

He looked at the heading. In product development, a prior art review was what you did before building something new—you surveyed everything that had come before, everything that had been tried, everything that had worked and failed and been abandoned, so that you didn’t repeat mistakes and didn’t lose innovations. It was archaeological work. You dug through the layers of what had already been built to understand the ground you were building on.

Joel was about to do an archaeological dig on his own marriage.

He took a sip of coffee. It was too hot and slightly bitter and exactly what the moment deserved.

*   *   *
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Year One. The Discovery Phase.

What went well:

He started writing and something shifted. The pen moved differently than it had last night, when he’d been drafting the problem statement in the dark kitchen with the precision of a man constructing a bomb shelter. Now the pen moved with something closer to momentum, as if the memories, once summoned, had their own velocity and were pulling his hand along behind them.

Met at Caswell’s, the bar on Valencia where the information systems crowd and the urban planners overlapped on Thursday nights. I was five years into my career and doing a part-time master’s—the kind of mid-career degree that lets you keep your salary while pretending you’re still becoming something. Simone was finishing her Urban Planning program. We were a structural match: complementary skill sets, overlapping social contexts, high mutual legibility. She was the interface layer—warm, direct, capable of translating between people who didn’t know they needed translating. I was the data layer—quiet, retentive, capable of storing and retrieving the information that made the interface work. Together we were a complete system. The user experience was excellent.

What didn’t go well: Nothing. Or nothing I was measuring.

What we would do differently: Unclear. The discovery phase was the part we got right. The question is whether we got it right because we were paying attention or because attention was the only mode available to us—because when something is new, you cannot coast, and coasting was a skill I had not yet developed.

*   *   *
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Year Two. Early Adoption.

What went well: The apartment on Balboa. Third floor, one bedroom, a kitchen the size of a product requirement that had been scoped down three times. The radiator in the bedroom sounded like someone attempting Morse code; irregular clanking sequences that seemed almost meaningful, as if the building were trying to communicate something urgent in a language neither of us spoke.

Simone named the radiator. She called it Gerald. She would lie in bed on cold nights and narrate Gerald’s transmissions: “He’s saying the boiler room is understaffed.” “He’s filing a complaint with management.” “He’s reciting poetry—bad poetry, municipal poetry, the kind of poetry that gets read at city council meetings.” She did this in a voice that was half-serious and half-delighted, the voice of a person who found the world consistently and specifically funny, and I would lie next to her and listen and feel something I can only describe as architectural. A sense that the space we were in had been designed correctly, that the load-bearing walls were where they should be, that the structure was sound.

We cooked together. Or rather, Simone cooked and I performed adjacent tasks—chopping, measuring, reading the recipe aloud in a tone she described as “NPR hostage negotiator.” The kitchen was so small that cooking was a contact sport. We developed choreography. She would turn from the stove and I would step left and she would open the cabinet and I would hand her the cumin without being asked because I had already read the recipe and predicted the next ingredient. This felt, at the time, like love. I think it was love. I think prediction, when it comes from attention rather than assumption, is one of the shapes love takes.

What didn’t go well: I got promoted. Senior product manager. The title came with a salary increase and a responsibility increase and a calendar that began to fill in the way that calendars fill. Not all at once, but incrementally, meeting by meeting, until one day you look at the week ahead and realize there is no white space left, no room for the unscheduled, no margin for the things that happen when you are not planning for things to happen.

I did not notice the calendar filling. Or I noticed and categorized it as progress, which is what you call the accumulation of obligations when you are still young enough to believe that accumulation is the same as growth.

What we would do differently: I would protect the white space. I would treat it as a feature, not a bug—the empty hours, the unstructured evenings, the Saturday mornings where the only agenda was the absence of agenda. I would understand that those hours were not wasted time but investment time, and that a relationship, like a product, requires slack in the system to absorb shocks and adapt to changing conditions. I did not understand this. I filled the space. I optimized away the margins. I did this with the efficiency of someone who believed that efficiency was always the right metric, and I was wrong.

*   *   *
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Year Three. Product-Market Fit.

What went well: Lisbon.

He stopped writing. He looked at the word. Lisbon. Five letters that contained an entire week in June—the heat, the hills, the particular quality of light that made the city look like it had been painted by someone who understood that beauty was a function of decay, that the most beautiful things were the ones that showed their age.

We got lost. This was Simone’s talent and my anxiety and together they produced the best meals of our lives. She would refuse to consult the map. I would refuse to admit I didn’t know where we were. We would walk and argue—not real arguments, performance arguments, the kind of disagreements that are actually a form of play—and eventually the argument would deliver us to a doorway or a courtyard or a flight of stairs that led to a restaurant we never would have found on purpose.

There was one. I don’t remember the name. It was on a street that went uphill and then changed its mind and went sideways, and the entrance was a wooden door with no sign, and inside it was eight tables and a woman who told us what we were eating rather than asking what we wanted. Simone loved this. She loved being told. She loved the authority of it, the confidence of someone who knew what was good and didn’t waste time pretending the customer had useful opinions on the matter. We ate sardines and bread and something with pork and peppers, and Simone said, “This is what it feels like when someone just does the thing instead of talking about the thing,” and I heard it and filed it away and did not, at the time, understand that she was telling me something about us.

What didn’t go well: The quarterly planning cycle. The OKR refresh. The reorg that wasn’t called a reorg but was called “a structural alignment to better serve our evolving market position,” which is what you call a reorg when you want people to feel like they’re participating in a strategy rather than surviving an earthquake. I was staffed on three products simultaneously. I told Simone it was temporary. It was temporary in the way that all things are temporary; technically true, practically misleading.

What we would do differently: I would listen to the thing underneath the thing she said in Lisbon. I would hear “someone who just does the thing instead of talking about the thing” and understand that she was describing a need, not a restaurant. I would understand that Simone did not want more conversation about what our life could be. She wanted evidence that it was being built.

*   *   *
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Year Four. Scaling Challenges.

He ordered a second coffee. The barista—a woman in her twenties with a septum piercing and the focused calm of someone who took her work seriously—asked if he wanted to try the single-origin Ethiopian, and he said drip was fine, and she nodded in a way that suggested she had opinions about this choice but was professionally committed to not sharing them.

He went back to the notebook. He wrote a sentence in the clinical voice—Key metrics continued their downward trajectory—then looked at it, crossed it out, and started again.

What went well: Less. Measurably less. The metrics were declining—conversation frequency, shared meals, the number of times per week we touched each other in passing, the small incidental contacts that are not affection exactly but are the infrastructure of affection. The way a road is not a destination but is the thing that makes destinations reachable.

We still had moments. A Sunday in April when the fog lifted and the city was so clear and bright that it felt like a different city entirely, a city that had been hiding behind the gray one, and we walked to Ocean Beach and sat on the sand and Simone leaned against me and said nothing and I said nothing and the nothing was good. Communicative, shared, the kind of silence that is a conversation conducted in a language you don’t have to think about to speak.

What didn’t go well:

He wrote the next part more slowly. The pen moved with deliberation, each word placed rather than poured. Twice he stopped and pressed the pen tip into the page without writing, leaving small dark dots like periods for sentences he couldn’t begin.

November. A Thursday. Simone came home from work and sat on the couch and told me about the miscarriage.

Not the clinical event. I knew about the clinical event. She had told me in August, weeks after it was already over—briefly, factually, the way you report an incident that has been resolved. Pregnancy, early. Miscarriage, complete. No complications. She told me and I held her and I said the things you say and I believed, because I needed to believe, that the telling and the holding and the saying were sufficient. That the incident had been handled. That the ticket could be closed.

In November she told me the rest. She told me about the three weeks between the positive test and the loss, three weeks during which she had carried something she hadn’t told me about—not the pregnancy, which I knew, but the private, irrational, fully formed hope that had grown alongside it. She told me about the names she had tried on in her head during meetings, mouthing them silently while someone presented a traffic impact analysis. She told me about the way she had started noticing children on the street—not wanting them, exactly, but seeing them differently, seeing them as evidence of something possible rather than observations of something other people had. She told me about the specific grief of losing a thing you hadn’t fully allowed yourself to want, which was different from the grief of losing a thing you had, and worse in some ways, because you couldn’t even grieve it cleanly—you had to grieve both the thing and the wanting of the thing and the fact that you had kept the wanting secret, as if wanting were something that needed to be hidden until it could be justified by results.

She told me this on the couch, in the living room, on a Thursday in November, and I listened. I listened the way I listen—completely, attentively, with the full absorptive capacity of someone who is very good at taking in information. And when she was done I said something. I don’t remember what. Something correct. Something that demonstrated I had heard her and processed her and understood the nature of what she was describing.

But I did not cry. And she needed me to cry. Or she needed me to do whatever the thing is that crying represents—the involuntary evidence that information has passed through the analytical layer and reached the place underneath, the place where data becomes experience, where knowing becomes feeling, where the thing that happened to her becomes a thing that is also happening to me. She needed me to be damaged by it, visibly, and I was not visibly damaged, and she took this as evidence of something about me that she had suspected but not confirmed. I think that Thursday in November was when the product entered decline.

Joel put the pen down. He reached for his coffee cup and found it empty—he didn’t remember finishing it. The coffee shop had filled around him. The morning crowd of laptops and headphones and people performing the rituals of productivity in a public space. A man at the next table was typing with the aggressive speed of someone who was either very inspired or very behind on a deadline. Two women near the door were laughing about something, and the laughter was bright and unstructured and had the quality of something that had not been planned or optimized, and Joel listened to it for a moment and felt lonely in the way only a man surrounded by people who are not thinking about what he is thinking about can feel lonely.

He picked up the pen.

What we would do differently:

He started to write something about communication protocols and emotional bandwidth. He got four words in and stopped. Crossed them out. The framework language felt like a door he was holding shut against something pressing from the other side. He tried again.

I would learn to cry. Or I would learn whatever crying is a symptom of—the permeability, the willingness to let the input alter the system rather than simply be processed by it
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