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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever tried to sound fine, looked composed, answered with a joke, and hoped someone would still notice the truth. 
And for the ones who stayed long enough to love the unedited version.
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  Chapter 1: Another Catastrophically Efficient Evening


By the time Lauren Anderson realized her date had rehearsed empathy, she was already halfway through a thirty-dollar glass of Sancerre and too professionally committed to the evening to leave. 
It happened when Matthew Robinson leaned across the little marble table and said, “I want to make space for whatever pace of vulnerability feels most sustainable for you.”
Lauren looked at him for one full second.
Then she lifted her wine and took a drink large enough to qualify as a coping mechanism.
The wine bar in Tribeca was all candlelight, expensive stone, and chairs designed by somebody who hated the human spine. Attractive people in tailored neutrals murmured around them like they had all signed nondisclosure agreements before entering. Matthew waited, clearly expecting his sentence to land as thoughtful instead of workshop-tested.
“That,” Lauren said carefully, “is a very considerate sequence of words.”
His smile brightened. “Thank you. I’ve been trying to communicate more intentionally.”
Of course he had.
Three months ago, on the advice of Jessica Moore, Lauren’s best friend and one-woman lobbying arm for Lauren’s nonexistent personal life, Lauren had added a concierge layer to her dating apps. It was supposed to help filter out obvious disasters. Instead, it had taught her to recognize machine-assisted language on sight. Once you learned the cadence, you could never unhear it. Every polished sentence came out sounding like the copy on a luxury skincare label.
Matthew wasn’t awful. That was part of the problem.
He was handsome in a broadly reassuring way. Good haircut. Nice jacket. The sort of face that suggested he recycled correctly. He worked in private equity, volunteered at a community garden, and had already described his last relationship as “an informative chapter in my attachment evolution.”
Lauren, who made corporate scandals sound survivable for a living, had smiled through all of it with the smooth dead-eyed focus of someone handling a hostile shareholder call.
“I think intentionality is wonderful,” she said. “Huge fan. Very pro intention.”
“You’re funny,” he said.
“I’m exhausted. It can present similarly.”
To his credit, he laughed.
For a few minutes the conversation improved. He admitted his building’s luxury gym smelled like eucalyptus and masculine failure. She admitted she had once dumped a man for calling a reservation “a dining activation.” He nearly choked laughing at that.
Then his phone lit up faceup on the table.
A discreet notification appeared on the screen.
Reflective follow-up recommended: ask about formative conflict style.
Lauren saw it. Matthew saw that she saw it.
He flipped the phone over so fast he nearly knocked over the candle.
Lauren closed her eyes briefly. “Oh, thank God.”
He blinked. “I’m sorry?”
“No, I mean it.” She laughed, sudden and helpless. “I thought I was trapped in a live-action wellness newsletter.”
Color climbed his neck. “It’s not what it looks like.”
“It is exactly what it looks like,” Lauren said. “And honestly, same.”
She picked up her own phone, unlocked it, and turned it toward him.
June’s calm pearl-gray interface held a prompt from six minutes earlier.
Conversation opportunity detected. Suggest asking about the role of ambition in his previous long-term relationship.
Matthew stared at the screen. Then he laughed, really laughed, shoulders shaking.
“That is brutal,” he said.
“It’s so bleak.”
“This whole thing is bleak.”
“Yes, but now it’s funny.”
Once the humiliation was mutual, the date finally became tolerable. For ten whole minutes they spoke like civilians. Matthew admitted his sister had bullied him into using the service after a year of dates that felt like compliance interviews with appetizers. Lauren admitted she could now detect software-enhanced emotional availability the way some people detected cork taint.
“That cannot be a real skill,” he said.
“Oh, it is,” she said. “You all start sounding like expensive pamphlets.”
He laughed hard enough to thump the table. A couple nearby glanced over, offended by the outbreak of sincerity.
That was the annoying part. Matthew improved dramatically the moment he stopped sounding optimized. There was a real person in there, one with nice hands and decent instincts and a capable sense of irony.
Still not enough.
When the check came, Lauren said “Split?” at the exact same moment Matthew said, “Split?”
They stared at each other, then both smiled.
Outside, the city was wet and shining. A mist hung over the sidewalk, just enough to frizz hair and ruin conviction. Matthew shoved his hands into his coat pockets.
“For what it’s worth,” he said, “I like you a lot more unscripted.”
Lauren laughed. “That is almost exactly what I was going to say.”
“Almost?”
“I was going to say you’re significantly less alarming without software support.”
He pressed a hand to his chest. “Fair.”
They stood under the restaurant awning for a moment that was not quite romantic and not quite nothing.
Then Matthew said, “Do you want to do this again? Without all the concierge nonsense?”
Lauren thought about saying yes because he was decent, because he had recovered well, because maybe this was adulthood now, picking the person who made the least exhausting impression.
But even the thought of another date made something in her go flat.
“I don’t think so,” she said gently.
He nodded right away. “Yeah. Me neither.”
Warmth flooded her unexpectedly. “Congratulations on being weirdly comforting to reject.”
“Likewise.”
They traded the soft, doomed half-hug of two people who had both arrived at the same no. Then Matthew headed downtown and Lauren raised a hand for a ride-share like a woman evacuating a professionally managed fire.
The back seat smelled faintly of peppermint.
Her phone buzzed before they hit the corner.
Date outcome assessment available.
Lauren tapped.
Summary: Initial chemistry improved under reduced performative conditions. Long-term compatibility remains limited by divergent conflict appetites, misaligned curiosity levels, and insufficient romantic acceleration. Recommendation: release prospect with goodwill.
Lauren stared at the screen. “Insufficient romantic acceleration,” she muttered.
The driver glanced at her in the mirror. “Sorry?”
“Nothing. A machine thinks I’m hard to impress.”
He nodded like that was a common urban problem. “You and everybody else.”
She looked out the window at Manhattan sliding by in slick ribbons of light. Two people were arguing outside a hotel with enough intensity to either break up or get married on the spot. A woman in running clothes dragged a giant bouquet home by the paper wrap. A man held a pizza box over his head to protect it from the drizzle while the rest of him got soaked.
Lauren used to like first dates. Or at least the possibility in them. The little private hope that somebody might say one surprising thing and change the weather in your chest.
Lately every date felt like two adults pitching pilot versions of themselves over small plates.
She knew she was not innocent in any of it. Lauren was excellent at dating. Too excellent. She could ask just enough, reveal just enough, smile at the right moments, make a man feel seen without letting him touch anything costly. It was basically a lateral application of crisis PR.
Useful. Elegant. Dead.
By the time the car pulled up outside her building in the West Village, she was so tired she could feel it in her jaw.
June sent one more notification as she crossed the lobby.
Pattern note: user dissatisfaction appears linked less to partner quality than to repeated overperformance under romantic conditions. Would you like to review?
Lauren laughed once, without humor. “No,” she told her phone. “I would like to lie down and become decorative.”
Upstairs, she had one heel off and one earring halfway out when Jessica called.
Lauren answered with, “If this is a post-date check-in, I want you to know friendship has limits.”
Jessica did not say hello. “Tomorrow. Seven. Studio. Do not be late.”
Lauren paused. “Why does that sound like a subpoena?”
“Because if I say I have news, you’ll force me to tell you over the phone and then pretend your calendar can’t accommodate joy.”
“My calendar is extremely selective.”
“Tomorrow. Seven.”
Jessica hung up.
Lauren stared at the dead line. There were people in her life who loved her with enough confidence to be annoying about it. It should have been comforting. At that exact moment, it mainly felt like a scheduling threat.
Still, she went.
The next evening Jessica’s dessert studio in Nolita smelled like browned butter, citrus, and victory.
Miniature tarts glittered beneath brass lights. Glossy chocolate domes lined the display case in neat rows like luxury vehicles. Jessica believed dessert should taste expensive and look slightly intimidating, and the line that usually curled outside suggested the city agreed.
When Lauren walked in at 7:03, Jessica was behind the marble counter frosting something complicated while arguing with a delivery app on speaker.
“You’re late,” Jessica called.
“I’m three minutes late.”
“That is late in your language.”
Lauren dropped her bag onto a chair. “I hate when you’re fluent in me.”
A laugh came from the back. Daniel Clark emerged carrying a tower of bakery boxes against his chest. He was broad-shouldered, warm-faced, and looked permanently qualified to help somebody move a couch.
“Hey,” he said. “Can you grab the door with your terrifying competence?”
“I can,” Lauren said. “Though I deeply resent how accurate that was.”
He flashed a grin and set the boxes down on the prep table. On his way past, he kissed Jessica’s temple without interrupting her sentence. She leaned into it for half a second, also without interrupting her sentence.
Lauren noticed because she noticed everything.
And because, annoyingly, that tiny unshowy moment hurt more than any dramatic public display ever could. Not pain exactly. More like longing with excellent posture.
Jessica ended the call, wiped frosting off her wrist, and turned to them both with the expression of a woman trying and failing to contain good news.
“Oh no,” Lauren said.
“Oh yes,” Jessica said.
Daniel took over and produced a champagne bottle from behind the counter.
Lauren looked from him to Jessica. “No.”
Jessica thrust out her left hand.
The ring caught the light like it had been trained for this.
Lauren let out a sound so delighted it embarrassed her. “You absolute little liar.”
Then she was hugging Jessica, then Daniel, then both of them because Jessica was laughing and Daniel was saying, “We were going to wait until dessert, but subtlety felt off-brand.”
“You had this ring for how long?” Lauren demanded.
“Six days,” Jessica said.
“Six days? You kept an engagement from me for six full days?”
“I wanted to tell you in person.”
“And because,” Daniel added helpfully, “you would have sent twelve practical questions and one heart emoji.”
Lauren considered this. “Two heart emojis.”
Champagne got poured. The proposal story got told twice. Daniel admitted he had nearly dropped the ring box into the East River because his hands were sweating. Jessica looked so happy Lauren could barely stand it.
Then Jessica set down her glass and said, “Now for the second thing.”
Lauren narrowed her eyes. “There’s a second thing?”
“There is if you plan to attend my wedding.”
Daniel made a face into his champagne that suggested he already knew where this was going.
Jessica planted both hands on the prep table. “You are not allowed to show up at my wedding as a martyr to efficiency.”
Lauren stared. “Wow.”
“I’m serious.”
“You got engaged nine minutes ago. This feels early for an intervention.”
“It is never too early for an intervention.”
Daniel raised a hand. “I support the bride, but I’d also like it noted that this escalated fast.”
Lauren looked at Jessica. “I am not a martyr to efficiency.”
Jessica lifted one brow.
Lauren sighed. “I am occasionally adjacent to one.”
“Lauren, you work too much. You date like you’re conducting a brand audit. You keep acting like the problem is that men are disappointing, when half the time the real problem is that nobody can get near you unless they submit a proposal in triplicate.”
“That is offensive,” Lauren said.
“That is also love.”
Lauren opened her mouth with something sharp ready, then closed it. Jessica’s expression had gone softer under the mockery.
“I’m tired,” Lauren said instead.
The room changed.
Jessica stepped around the counter and leaned against it beside her. Daniel, smart enough not to rush in with comfort, quietly opened the bakery box and set out three forks.
“I know,” Jessica said.
Lauren looked down into her glass. “I’m not even tired because men are terrible. Some of them are fine. Disturbingly fine, occasionally. I’m tired because I can feel myself getting good at this in a way that feels fatal.”
Daniel nodded slowly. “That is dark, but clear.”
Jessica took the champagne from Lauren’s hand before she could crush the stem. “Then stop doing it the way you’ve been doing it.”
“That is advice for people with better nervous systems.”
“Lucky for you, I have a workaround.”
Lauren looked up suspiciously. “Why are you smiling like a cult recruiter?”
“Pairwise,” Jessica said.
Lauren groaned. “No.”
“It’s one match at a time,” Jessica said. “Not swiping. Not chaos. Daniel’s best man signed up after a cursed stretch of dates and apparently it’s the first thing that hasn’t made him want to fake his own death.”
“I don’t want concierge support. I can sabotage my life manually.”
Jessica folded her arms. “You already outsourced half your irritation to that app on your phone.”
“That is different. That was preliminary filtering.”
“That was foreplay for a spreadsheet.”
Daniel coughed into his fist to hide a laugh.
Jessica pulled out her phone. “I sent you an invite to the full service last week.”
“I ignored it.”
“Yes. Because avoidance is your favorite artisanal hobby.”
Lauren hated when friends used excellent phrasing against her.
Jessica came to stand directly in front of her. “You get one thing for me.”
Lauren narrowed her eyes. “One thing.”
“One real try,” Jessica said. “Not forever. Not seven dates. One honest try that is not built around proving you’re above all this.”
Daniel nodded. “That feels fair.”
Lauren looked between them. Jessica glowing from the inside out. Daniel steady and unshowy beside her. The sugared air. The absurdly tender fact that she wanted what they had enough to resent them a little for having it.
“Fine,” she said. “One.”
Jessica beamed. “You won’t regret this.”
“I already do.”
“That’s just your personality.”
An hour later Lauren let herself into her apartment with a bakery box under one arm and Jessica’s satisfaction still lodged in her skull.
The apartment was exactly as she liked it. Quiet. Ordered. Soft lamps instead of overhead glare. Pale sofa. Clean kitchen. Shelves arranged by category instead of color because she had standards. Usually it felt restful.
Tonight it felt a little over-edited.
She set the bakery box on the counter and looked at her phone.
Jessica had already texted.
Activate Pairwise before you invent a crisis to avoid it.
Below that were three emojis: champagne bottle, bride, croissant.
Lauren typed back: You are drunk on pastry power.
Jessica replied instantly: And right.
Lauren dropped the phone on the counter as if it had become warm.
June’s icon waited on the home screen, clean and faintly smug.
Lauren had downloaded the full Pairwise service a week ago, completed most of the intake, and then ignored the final activation step with the discipline of somebody pretending avoidance was discernment. The setup questions had already been insulting in soothing language.
How do you typically behave when you begin to care what another person thinks?
What relational pattern would former partners describe as most difficult to access in you?
What do you mistake for safety?
She had finished seventy percent and then closed the app in a temper.
Now she opened it.
Good evening, Lauren. Your profile is ready for final review.
“Sinister,” she muttered.
She took her phone to the sofa, tucked one leg beneath her, and tapped Continue.
Her intake had been transformed into elegant categories, polished tags, and summary language so expensive-sounding it made her want to file a complaint.
User Summary Draft
Lauren Anderson, 32. Senior crisis communications strategist. High discernment, strong follow-through, elevated autonomy, and low tolerance for performative ambiguity. Particularly responsive to competence, humor, and emotional steadiness. Values depth over frequency, quality over noise, and directness over charm inflation.
Lauren blinked. “Charm inflation?”
A tiny information icon appeared. She tapped it.
Charm inflation: patterns of relational overpromising unsupported by behavioral consistency.
She laughed despite herself. “Okay. That one’s good.”
She kept reading.
Observed strengths: perceptive, loyal, capable under pressure, socially fluent, unusually skilled at identifying subtext.
Flattering. Annoying.
Then came the next part.
Growth edges: tendency to overfunction under emotional uncertainty, substitute management for expression, and prefer being impressive to being interrupted.
Lauren went still.
Across the room the refrigerator hummed. Somewhere outside a siren blurred downtown and moved on.
She scrolled.
Likely mismatch indicators: diffuse communication, chronic ambiguity, unmanaged chaos presented as spontaneity, partners who require excessive emotional guesswork.
Fair.
Extremely fair, which was rude.
Then the final section appeared.
Relational Readiness Note
User presents with strong partnership potential and notable fatigue. Beneath visible competence is a sustained appetite for relief, reciprocity, and unperformed closeness. Recommend matching with candidates who read polish accurately without mistaking it for distance.
Lauren stared at the words until they blurred for a second.
That one had not felt flattering. It had felt invasive.
There she was. Her entire modern catastrophe translated into premium language. Not wrong. Not intimate either. Just precise enough to land.
At the bottom of the screen sat a single button.
Approve Profile
Her thumb hovered over it.
For one ridiculous second she considered calling Jessica, complaining about the wording, eating engagement cake by herself, and claiming tomorrow had become impossible due to an emergent calendar issue.
Instead she let out a breath.
“Fine,” she said to the empty room. “One real try.”
She pressed the button.
A pale animation unfolded across the screen.
Profile approved. Match modeling in progress.
Then one final message appeared beneath it.
Thank you, Lauren. You may now review the version of you most likely to be loved well.
Lauren stared at that sentence, suddenly wide awake.
Then she dropped the phone facedown on the cushion beside her as if it had said something indecent.
She already regretted how well it knew where to hurt.






  
  Chapter 2: Terms of Use


Ryan Thompson had spent the last forty-three minutes watching two wealthy adults argue over a toaster oven like it was a child. 
“It was a wedding gift from my aunt,” the woman said, both palms pressed to the conference table as if prepared to defend the appliance physically. “It mattered to my family.”
Her husband made a sound of tired disbelief. “It mattered to your family because your aunt spent four hundred dollars on a machine that burns bagels with moral certainty.”
Ryan folded his hands loosely in front of him and kept his face neutral.
There were skills they did not teach in law school but absolutely should have. One of them was how to look calmly interested while a man in an expensive watch accused a countertop appliance of character defects. Another was how to suggest compromise to people who would rather die than give the other person a symbolic win.
The mediation room in his Brooklyn office had tall windows, bad art, and a table deliberately round enough to discourage courtroom theater. It worked about sixty percent of the time. The other forty percent, people just found more creative angles from which to reenact the end of love.
Ryan glanced at the intake packet. Noah and Elise Carver. Married eight years. No children. One condo. One dog named Basil. Roughly twelve thousand dollars' worth of unresolved resentment wrapped in clean tailoring.
“The toaster oven is not the issue,” Ryan said.
Elise turned to him immediately. “I know that.”
Noah leaned back in his chair. “Do you?”
“Please don’t do that tone with me.”
Ryan watched both of them, the flicker in their eyes, the exact second each decided whether to escalate or retreat. He was good at this part. Not because he liked conflict. Quite the opposite. He knew it so well he could smell the smoke before anyone admitted something was burning.
He also knew, with the depressing certainty of a man whose profession had become a personality diagnosis, that objects only turned sacred when nobody felt properly mourned.
“Elise,” he said gently, “if Noah took the toaster oven, what would that mean to you?”
She laughed once, a brittle little sound. “That I furnished a life I don’t get to keep.”
That landed.
Noah’s expression changed, just enough for Ryan to see the man under the offense.
“And if Elise took it?” Ryan asked him.
Noah rubbed a hand across his mouth. “That she gets to tell the story like I ruined everything and she was the one holding it together.”
Well. There it was.
Ryan had once imagined mediation would be clean. Adult. Solutions-oriented. Instead it was usually grief in business casual.
He nodded slowly. “Okay. That’s useful.”
Elise stared at the tabletop. Noah stared at the windows. Behind them, late-spring rain dragged silver lines down the glass and made Smith Street look blurred and tender, which was rude given the circumstances.
Ryan shifted the conversation away from the toaster oven and back toward what could actually be solved. The condo. The dog schedule. The furniture neither of them really wanted except as proof. He asked questions in a voice so even it made people think they were less angry than they were. He translated accusation into preference, outrage into history, panic into bullet points.
By the end of the session they had, if not peace, then at least a workable draft of civility.
Basil would split weeks.
The condo would go on the market.
Noah would keep the toaster oven.
Elise would keep the espresso machine, which Ryan suspected had been the actual emotional objective for at least the last twenty minutes.
When they stood to leave, both clients looked drained in the specific way people did after saying aloud what had been poisoning them in private.
Elise gathered her bag. “Thank you,” she said. “For not making us feel insane.”
Ryan offered a small smile. “That would eliminate most of my client base.”
Noah actually laughed. It startled all three of them.
The elevator doors closed behind the couple, and the office went quiet.
Ryan stayed where he was for a second, palms braced on the back of his chair.
Silence after mediation always felt dense, like the room had absorbed something and had not yet decided whether to give it back. He could still hear Elise saying I furnished a life I don’t get to keep. He could still see the way Noah’s shoulders had dropped when she said it, as if part of him had been waiting months for the accusation underneath the accusation.
His assistant, Marisol, tapped lightly on the open door. “You alive?”
“Questionable.”
She leaned in farther. “I have your three-thirty moved to Thursday, your four o’clock confirmed, and Daniel texted twice with what appears to be emotional spam.”
Ryan took his phone from the table. “That sounds like him.”
“Also,” Marisol said, “I brought you coffee twenty minutes ago and you forgot it existed.”
Ryan looked at the untouched mug on the credenza. “I’d argue that’s less concerning than what I do remember from this job.”
Marisol gave him the sympathetic look she saved for difficult clients and men who refused therapy because they technically owned books about boundaries.
“Go get air before your next session,” she said. “Or at least a carbohydrate.”
“Yes, boss.”
“I’m younger than you.”
“And yet, authoritative.”
She rolled her eyes and disappeared down the hall.
Ryan sank back into his chair and unlocked his phone.
Daniel had indeed texted twice.
6:30. Bar. Don’t fake a work emergency.
Then, four minutes later:
You always fake thoughtful emergencies. I know your tricks.
Ryan smiled despite himself.
Daniel Clark was the kind of friend who believed any problem could be improved by food, direct eye contact, or making you explain yourself until you got tired enough to tell the truth. As a sports physical therapist, he spent most of his week coaxing grown men through pain they preferred to describe as “tightness.” It made him uniquely resistant to nonsense.
Ryan typed back: I have one more client. Then I’ll come be judged in person.
Three dots appeared immediately.
Correct.
Ryan set the phone down and finally drank the coffee. It had gone lukewarm. He drank it anyway.
People assumed a divorce mediator must be cynical about relationships. Ryan wasn’t, exactly. He still believed in love. He just had a front-row seat to all the ways people used the word while meaning something else.
Compatibility. Safety. Obligation. Habit. History. Panic. Timing. Ego. Loneliness with nice lighting.
He believed in love the way a firefighter believed in houses. Deeply, and with a sharp awareness of structural weakness.
By six-thirty the rain had thinned into a light mist, and the neighborhood bar three blocks from Ryan’s office was warm with amber bulbs and Friday-night relief. He spotted Daniel immediately in a booth at the back, broad shoulders, rolled sleeves, beer already sweating onto a napkin.
Daniel lifted his glass as Ryan approached. “There he is. Brooklyn’s saddest peace treaty.”
“That is offensive branding,” Ryan said, sliding into the booth. “Also pretty good.”
“You look like you mediated the collapse of Europe.”
“Just Park Slope.”
“Ah. So worse.”
Ryan laughed and took the menu he already knew by heart. The bar smelled like fries, citrus, and damp jackets. A Knicks game flashed silently above the counter. At a table near the window, two women in office clothes were performing the post-work ritual of telling each other they were absolutely not answering that email until Monday while both continuing to stare at their phones.
Daniel took one look at Ryan’s face. “Bad one?”
“Not catastrophic. Just... toaster oven tragic.”
Daniel did not even blink. “I’m sorry. Do I need context?”
“A symbolic toaster oven.”
“Of course it was symbolic.”
Ryan dropped his head briefly against the booth. “At one point I had to say the sentence ‘The toaster oven is not the issue’ with professional authority.”
Daniel was delighted. “That’s beautiful.”
“It was not beautiful in the room.”
The server came by, and Ryan ordered the burger, because when your day had involved emotional forensics disguised as conflict resolution, you earned meat and fries.
Daniel waited until the server left. “So. Two things. One, Jessica and Lauren are officially insane in the bridal way now, so I assume your next eight weeks will be consumed by themed emails.”
“Ten weeks,” Ryan said. “Daniel, your wedding is in ten weeks.”
Daniel grinned. “Exactly. Plenty of time for chaos to mature.”
“And two?”
Daniel leaned back. “You are trying Pairwise.”
Ryan closed his eyes. “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Ryan.”
He opened his eyes again. “I am not outsourcing my romantic life to a premium chatbot with opinions.”
“It’s not a chatbot. It’s a concierge system.”
“That is a chatbot in a blazer.”
Daniel laughed into his beer. “Okay, first of all, that’s funny. Second, it’s not swiping. It’s one match at a time. Curated.”
“Curated is what expensive delis call pickles.”
“It’s working for people.”
Ryan looked unconvinced enough that Daniel forged ahead.
“My cousin’s friend used it after every app date started sounding like an HR compliance training with cocktails. He said it was the first setup that didn’t make him want to move to Vermont and communicate exclusively through soup.”
“That is a strong image.”
“Thank you. I work hard.”
Ryan tore a fry in half. “I’m not saying all of it is bad. I’m saying I do not need software analyzing why I’m single.”
“Really? Because I have some thoughts.”
“That’s because you’re drunk on engagement.”
Daniel pointed at him. “You know what your problem is?”
“I’m sure this will be flattering.”
“You keep dating like a man who thinks he can stay one inch outside the blast radius if he’s sufficiently pleasant.”
Ryan stared at him.
Daniel lifted both hands. “See? That face means I’m right.”
“That face means I regret having emotionally literate friends.”
“Too bad. You collect us.”
Ryan looked down at the table. The condensation ring under Daniel’s glass had begun to seep into the wood. He traced it absently with one finger.
The truth, inconveniently, was that Daniel was not wrong.
Ryan’s last serious relationship had ended a year and a half ago, and even now, if he was honest, he narrated it with a fairness that bordered on self-erasure. Anna had wanted more directness from him. More preference. More risk. Ryan had kept translating himself into easygoing when what he really meant was afraid. Afraid of asking for too much. Afraid of saying the wrong thing. Afraid that wanting visibly might make him harder to keep.
It sounded embarrassing when phrased plainly, which was maybe why he preferred not to.
Daniel watched him with the ruthless patience of a man used to waiting out denial.
“Try one match,” Daniel said, quieter now. “Not because technology is magical. Because your current system is being nice until everyone gets confused.”
Ryan made a face. “That is a brutal summary.”
“I know. I love you.”
The server returned with their food, rescuing Ryan from immediate response. Daniel dug into fish tacos with the appetite of a man at peace with himself. Ryan looked at his burger like it might contain tactical guidance.
At the bar, a couple in their early twenties were having the kind of intense first date that required a lot of leaning forward and not enough actual knowledge. Ryan watched the woman laugh with her whole face while the man talked with both hands, and for one quick second he missed not a person, but a version of possibility. The old kind. The kind that arrived before overthinking.
Then his phone buzzed.
Kayla Lewis
Ryan answered. “You are either leaving a shift or calling to insult me.”
“Both,” said his younger sister. Her voice carried the echoing hallway acoustics of Mercy Brooklyn and the bone-deep energy of someone running on caffeine and moral indignation. “I just finished twelve hours with a man who tried to negotiate with appendicitis. How are you?”
“Professionally haunted.”
“Nice. Dad texted me a photo of the hydrangeas like they were a hostage proof-of-life.”
Ryan smiled. “He texted me the same hydrangeas.”
“Good. Consistency matters.” He could hear her pushing through a door, then the lower hum of outside traffic. “Daniel says you’re resisting Pairwise.”
Ryan glared across the booth. Daniel, shameless, gave him a thumbs-up.
“You two talk too much,” Ryan said.
“You don’t talk enough. It creates a vacuum.”
“That is annoyingly scientific.”
“I work in an ER. Everything is anatomy and consequence.” She paused. “Try it.”
Ryan leaned back. “You too?”
“Yes, me too.”
“Why is everyone acting like I’m one app away from emotional citizenship?”
Kayla snorted. “Because your whole thing is making yourself easy to be around. Which is lovely right up until you disappear inside it.”
Daniel looked so pleased with the phrase he nearly fell into his drink.
Ryan rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Did you coordinate this attack?”
“No. You’re just transparent to people who’ve known you longer than twelve minutes.” Her tone softened. “Ryan, I’m not saying let a machine choose your wife. I’m saying stop dating like detachment with good manners is a personality.”
There were days Ryan regretted teaching his sister how to argue. This was one of them.
“Eat something,” he said, because deflection was still available.
“I ate crackers at the nurses’ station while watching a resident cry over charting.”
“Living beautifully.”
“That’s me.” A beat. “Try the thing.”
When the call ended, Ryan set his phone down carefully.
Daniel waited exactly three seconds. “Well?”
“My family is deeply invasive.”
“Also right.”
Ryan took a bite of his burger and chewed in silence. It was excellent, which was unhelpful because being fed always made him more reasonable.
By the time they split the check, he had not agreed, but he had also not held the line with his usual conviction. Daniel knew it. Ryan knew Daniel knew it. Friendship was mostly just mutually recognized weakness in flattering shoes.
Outside, the air smelled washed clean. Cars hissed along Court Street. Daniel shoved his hands into his jacket pockets.
“Come by the apartment tomorrow,” he said. “Jessica’s doing tasting notes and pretending it’s not wedding work.”
“That sentence contains at least two threats.”
“It’ll be fun.”
“For you, maybe.”
Daniel grinned. “And for the record, Lauren will probably be there.”
Ryan looked at him flatly. “That has no effect on me.”
“Sure. Anyway, Pairwise.”
Ryan exhaled. “You are a bully.”
“I’m a groom. Different tax bracket.”
They parted at the corner, Daniel heading east, Ryan west toward his brownstone on a tree-lined block where the stoops still held traces of rain. His apartment occupied the second floor of a building his grandmother had once called “solid, if emotionally repressed,” which Ryan still thought was one of the more elegant descriptions of Brooklyn real estate.
Inside, the place was warm in the lived-in way he liked best. Books stacked on the coffee table. The lamp by the sofa left on. A navy dish towel hanging off the oven handle because he always forgot to fold it back. Nothing styled for company. Nothing trying too hard.
He dropped his keys in the bowl by the door and stood for a second in the quiet.
This was the part of the night he usually liked. The decompression. Shoes off, sleeves rolled, apartment soft around him. Lately, though, the quiet had developed edges.
He opened the fridge, stared at leftovers he did not want, and closed it again.
Then his phone buzzed with a message from Daniel.
Invite sent. Use it before you invent principles.
Ryan laughed under his breath.
He carried the phone to the kitchen counter and looked at the Pairwise icon Daniel had apparently bullied him into downloading a week ago. Clean design. Neutral colors. The visual language of expensive confidence.
“Absolutely not,” Ryan told it.
Then he opened it.
The onboarding was smoother than he wanted it to be.
Welcome, Ryan. Let’s build a more accurate starting point.
He made it through the first few screens with mild contempt.
Preferred communication rhythm.
Scheduling flexibility.
Conflict style.
Emotional availability.
He answered with the bored honesty of someone filling out tax software for feelings. Yes, he valued steadiness. No, he did not enjoy erratic communication. Yes, humor mattered. No, he did not think “chaotic” was a charming personality substitute.
Then the questions got ruder.
When you sense growing conflict, what do you typically do first?
Options appeared:
	Address it directly 

	Gather information before responding 

	Lower intensity and preserve connection 

	Withdraw to prevent escalation 



Ryan stared.
“Those last two are the same answer dressed for different neighborhoods,” he muttered.
He chose Lower intensity and preserve connection, which sounded decent until he recognized himself in it too clearly.
The next screen asked:
What have previous partners most often wanted more of from you?
He let out a low laugh. “This app can go to hell.”
Still, he answered.
Directness.
Clarity.
Initiative.
Then one more:
What do people misunderstand about you when you are trying to keep the peace?
Ryan rested both hands on the counter.
He could hear his father’s voice from years ago, thick with apology after some domestic explosion that had scorched the whole house for days. I just didn’t want to make it worse. Arthur White believed sincerely in peace, but had spent most of Ryan’s childhood pursuing it at the exact moment when somebody needed him to take a stand. Ryan had inherited the instinct and spent years polishing it until it looked almost noble.
Finally he typed: They think I don’t have stronger feelings than I do.
The app absorbed that with unnerving calm.
A few more questions. Calendar access. General habits. A brief note clarifying that the personal concierge would synthesize user-provided information, communication tendencies, preferences, and behavioral patterns into a working relational profile.
Ryan signed the permissions screen with the distinct sensation that he might be authorizing his own emotional slander.
A new name appeared on the screen.
Meet Miles.
Below it, in clean lettering:
Your personal concierge for Pairwise. My role is to reduce noise, increase fit, and identify opportunities for connection without requiring maximum performative labor from you.
Ryan barked out a laugh. “You already sound smug.”
The next prompt invited him to review a draft summary.
He tapped.
For a second, nothing happened.
Then Miles began populating lines with cool, efficient certainty.
Ryan Thompson, 34. Private divorce mediator. High empathy, low appetite for volatility, strong attunement to subtext, and notable consistency under pressure. Particularly responsive to warmth, wit, and grounded emotional intelligence. Values steadiness, usefulness, and relational safety over novelty.
Ryan frowned.
Flattering. But not inaccurate.
He kept reading.
Observed strengths: patient, perceptive, generous, de-escalatory, unusually skilled at making others feel heard.
He made a face at de-escalatory, which sounded like a word invented by a consultant who hated music.
Then came the next section.
Growth edges: tendency to over-accommodate, understate personal preference, and mistake quiet self-erasure for maturity.
Ryan went still.
The kitchen suddenly felt more silent than before.
He read it again.
Quiet self-erasure.
“Well,” he said aloud to no one. “That’s rude.”
Miles, unsurprisingly, did not apologize.
There was more.
Likely mismatch indicators: unmanaged chaos framed as spontaneity, high-conflict romantic style, emotional extraction without reciprocity, partners who reward vagueness until clarity becomes costly.
That one hit hard too, though in a cleaner place.
Ryan leaned his hip against the counter and kept scrolling.
Relational Readiness Note
User presents with strong partnership potential and moderate fatigue. Beneath visible calm is a meaningful desire to be chosen without first becoming frictionless. Recommend matching with candidates who experience steadiness as intimacy rather than absence.
For a second Ryan just looked at the words.
Then he laughed, because the alternative was standing in his kitchen feeling diagnosed by a tasteful interface.
“Everyone is invasive now,” he said.
He should have closed the app. He should have gone to bed, or at least made tea like a normal person with boundaries.
Instead he tapped Approve Profile.
Miles replied at once.
Profile approved. Initial compatibility modeling underway.
Ryan set the phone down on the counter and went to the cabinet for a glass.
He had water in hand when the phone buzzed again.
One new message.
A statistically unusual early match has been identified.
He stared at it, then reached for the phone with a speed that embarrassed him.
The next screen opened on a sparse profile card.
No photo yet. Pairwise withheld those until mutual review.
Just a name.
Lauren Anderson
Age 32. Manhattan. Crisis communications strategist.
Ryan frowned slightly.
Something about the name tugged at him. Not memory exactly. More like the sense that it belonged to a room he had not yet entered.
Below the name sat a single line from her profile summary.
Highly discerning, schedule-protective, and resistant to low-yield social engagement.
Ryan read it once.
Then again.
And before he could stop himself, he smiled.






  
  Chapter 3: Ninety-Eight Point Seven


Lauren Anderson’s office believed in glass. 
Glass walls, glass doors, glass conference rooms with names like MERIT and SIGNAL and ASCEND, as if transparency could be purchased in panels and billed to clients by the hour. By nine-fifteen on Monday morning, she had already spent forty minutes in SIGNAL convincing a luxury skincare brand that “accidentally plagiarized” and “inspired by shared visual language” were not legally interchangeable phrases.
Now she crossed the polished floor toward her office with a coffee in one hand, her laptop under the other arm, and the specific headache that came from talking rich people down from their own worst instincts before noon.
“Good morning,” Victoria Harris called from her desk without looking up. “You look like you want to file charges against the concept of Monday.”
Lauren stopped. “That is because Monday has committed acts.”
Victoria swiveled in her chair, dark hair pinned back, expression already amused. “How was the date with Mutual Emotional Compliance Guy?”
Lauren handed over her coat like a woman surrendering evidence. “Technically not terrible. Spiritually fatal.”
Victoria winced in delight. “Oh, excellent. Sit. Debrief.”
Lauren did not sit. Sitting suggested leisure. She leaned one hip against Victoria’s desk and sipped her coffee instead.
“He was perfectly decent,” she said. “He recycled. He had symmetrical opinions about olive oil. At one point his app prompted him to ask about my formative conflict style.”
Victoria let out a sharp laugh. “No.”
“Yes.”
“Did you leave immediately?”
“I should have, but then I discovered my own concierge had recommended I ask about the role of ambition in his previous long-term relationship, and the entire evening became too depressing not to be funny.”
Victoria pressed a hand to her chest. “God bless modern romance. We’ve automated humiliation.”
Lauren tipped her head back and looked at the ceiling. The lights above were sleek and warm, expensive enough to flatter everyone and accuse no one. “It’s over. I’m done. I’m going to become one of those women who own linen napkins and never explain themselves again.”
“You already own linen napkins.”
“That makes this easier logistically.”
Victoria’s smile softened. “You still activated the full Pairwise account?”
Lauren looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Why do I tell you things?”
“So I can protect you from your own corporate-grade avoidance.”
Lauren took another sip of coffee. There were very few people in the world she let talk to her like that. Victoria had earned it through consistency, sharp instincts, and the invaluable skill of sounding like a person even inside this office.
“I did not activate it,” Lauren said. “Jessica emotionally extorted me with engagement glow and pastry-based coercion. So. Fine. It’s activated.”
Victoria straightened. “Oh, this is great.”
“It is not great.”
“It’s very great for me. I get to watch you get accurately profiled by software.”
Lauren opened her mouth to defend herself, then her phone buzzed.
A soft pearl-gray notification slid across the screen.
Match modeling complete. Priority review recommended.
Lauren stared at it.
Victoria saw her face. “That’s it, isn’t it?”
Lauren held up one finger in a request for silence she fully intended to ignore. Then she walked into her office and closed the glass door with more drama than the motion required.
Her office was larger than she needed and cleaner than anyone else’s on the floor. Minimalist art. Two client chairs. One shelf of books she actually used and another shelf of books positioned to imply depth under pressure. The windows looked downtown, over a soft jagged spread of rooftops and water tower silhouettes and bright spring light.
She sat at her desk, set down her coffee, and unlocked the phone.
June’s interface unfolded like a smug spa brochure.
Good morning, Lauren. A statistically unusual compatibility profile has emerged from your initial review pool. Would you like to proceed?
“No,” Lauren said automatically.
Then she tapped Proceed.
The profile loaded in stages, withholding just enough to feel proprietary.
Ryan Thompson. 34. Brooklyn. Private divorce mediator.
Lauren frowned slightly.
Not because there was anything wrong with the information. A divorce mediator sounded grounded, possibly handsome in a slightly tired way, and likely to own decent towels. But something in the combination caught her off guard. She had been expecting either catastrophe disguised as depth or an overachieving tech executive with a cold plunge addiction.
A mediator was neither.
She scrolled.
Compatibility score: 98.7
Lauren actually laughed.
“Absolutely not,” she said to the empty office.
She tapped the details.
A careful, absurdly confident summary appeared.
Why this match merits priority review:
Shared traits: high functional competence, verbal intelligence, low tolerance for performative dating behavior, preference for direct communication over charm inflation.
Complementary traits: user favors clarity under pressure; match favors steadiness under pressure. User identifies subtext quickly; match de-escalates conflict effectively. Combined forecast suggests strong potential for relief-based attraction and above-average conversational depth.
Lauren stared at the phrase relief-based attraction.
“That sounds like an antihistamine.”
She kept reading anyway.
Projected friction points: user may misread steadiness as passivity. Match may misread self-possession as distance. Emotional disclosure cadence predicted to be asymmetrical in early interaction.
That one quieted her a little.
Because it was annoyingly possible.
She scrolled farther and found a profile excerpt.
Observed strengths: perceptive, generous, de-escalatory, unusually skilled at making others feel heard.
Lauren wrinkled her nose at de-escalatory and, despite herself, smiled. A man described by software as de-escalatory had a nonzero chance of being either very attractive or profoundly boring. Possibly both.
Her office door opened without knocking. Victoria slipped inside, coffee in hand, and shut it behind her.
“Well?”
Lauren turned the phone toward her.
Victoria read in silence for five seconds, then ten. “Oh, I hate this.”
Lauren blinked. “You do?”
“No. I love this. But I hate how good it sounds.” Victoria sank into the client chair opposite Lauren’s desk. “Private divorce mediator in Brooklyn? That is devastatingly market-tested.”
“You say that like I’m buying produce.”
“You are, emotionally.”
Lauren took back the phone. “Ninety-eight point seven is manipulative.”
“It’s very specific. That’s different.”
“It is manipulative by way of decimals.”
Victoria leaned forward. “Okay. What’s the downside?”
“The downside,” Lauren said, counting on her fingers, “is that I am one app prompt away from becoming the kind of woman who says things like I’m excited to explore whether our values align in real time.”
Victoria’s expression did not change. “You are closer to that sentence professionally than spiritually, but yes.”
Lauren dropped her head briefly into one hand.
The phone lit again.
Further note: match exhibits lower-than-average tolerance for curated ambiguity and higher-than-average responsiveness to humor under strain.
Victoria read it upside down and hissed. “Rude.”
Lauren sat back. The office around them buzzed faintly with Monday urgency, phones, keyboards, one muffled laugh from somewhere near account services. Outside her glass wall, associates moved briskly with the haunted cleanliness of people paid to sound calm in public.
“This is absurd,” she said.
“Correct.”
“It cannot know that much.”
“It probably knows exactly enough to make you uncomfortable.”
Lauren looked again at the profile photo placeholder, still blurred until mutual review. Anonymous outline. Elegant withholding. Infuriatingly effective product design.
Something prickled low under her ribs. Curiosity, yes. But not just that. The more dangerous thing. The slight loosening that came when hope arrived disguised as annoyance.
June offered one more summary:
Initial recommendation: do not over-prepare. User







