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​Chapter 1: The First Deliverable
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Chloe had two minutes, thirty-four seconds remaining on the timer.

She didn't need the timer, of course. She knew, down to the millisecond, how long it took to heat the stainless-steel kettle, how long to pour the water to reach the precise temperature of 195 degrees Fahrenheit, and how long the French press plunger needed to dwell before the first sip could be extracted. But the timer was proof. It was the data point that confirmed the process was working, and Chloe lived for efficient processes.

At thirty-two, she was a Director of Digital Strategy, managing campaigns that moved millions, and she had built her career on the simple, brutal truth that if you couldn't measure it, you couldn't manage it.

This philosophy governed her work, her fitness routine, and her meticulously color-coded pantry. Until recently, it had governed everything except her love life.

The breakup with Jason six weeks ago wasn't dramatic. There were no hurled insults or tearful accusations. It was worse: it was a quiet failure of systems integration.

"I just feel like... we want different things, Chloe," Jason had said, sinking into the corner of her pristine white leather sofa—a sofa he knew cost more than his monthly rent.

She had frowned, consulting the mental flow chart of their relationship. "Different things? We have high compatibility scores on the apps. We share a similar income bracket. We both enjoy obscure documentaries and hate cilantro. Where is the deviation?"

Jason hadn't been able to articulate it. He’d muttered something useless about "spontaneity" and "feeling alive." Chloe had realized in that moment that her greatest mistake wasn't picking the wrong man, it was the fundamental lack of criteria. She had been using a vague, feeling-based methodology—vibrations, chemistry—which had proven statistically unreliable.

Now, sipping her perfectly extracted coffee at her reclaimed wood dining table, Chloe opened a new, blank spreadsheet in the same software she used to track quarterly KPI targets.

She realized what her dating life was missing: a clearly defined Statement of Work (SOW).

The catalyst for the definitive action wasn't Jason, however. It was a brightly colored Instagram story posted just hours ago by Camille, her high-powered friend currently enduring a "difficult patch" in her seven-year marriage. The post featured a blurry photo of Camille’s husband, Michael, at a charity golf tournament. The caption read: "Still catching the perfect man after all these years 🏌️‍♂️ #blessed #wifeyforlifey."

The sheer, breathtaking performance of it made Chloe’s teeth ache. Camille’s life was an aspiration: the house, the husband (a decent-looking hedge-fund analyst), the annual trip to the Maldives. But Chloe knew the truth: Michael was verbally passive-aggressive, and Camille cried in the restroom at their last girls' dinner. The "perfect catch" was just a meticulously filtered liability.

You can only fake it if you have the right foundation, Chloe thought, typing furiously.

Her previous partners, Jason included, had been Beta Tests: promising concepts that failed to scale. What she needed now was the Final Product. A man who wasn't just good for her, but who was good on paper. A man who satisfied the internal emotional demand and the external societal requirement.

She titled the document: P-MAN SCORECARD v1.0.

The columns materialized quickly, drawn from years of observing her friends' successes and failures, combined with a decade’s worth of data from dating app metrics.


●  Category 1: Financial Viability (Weight 25%): Minimum net worth threshold, property ownership status, debt-to-income ratio. No more creative types whose "potential" was their greatest asset.

●  Category 2: Social Capital (Weight 20%): Quality of network, visibility in career field, public image (no visible ex-drama).

●  Category 3: Physical & Aesthetic (Weight 15%): Height, fitness level, grooming, wardrobe coherence.

●  Category 4: Emotional Intelligence (Weight 20%): Therapeutic background (mandatory), ability to articulate needs, consistency of contact.

●  Category 5: Compatibility & Lifestyle (Weight 20%): Shared political leanings, travel frequency, cleanliness rating (absolute dealbreaker).


Chloe leaned back, the blue light of the monitor reflecting in her satisfied gaze. It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t spontaneous. But for the first time in months, she felt completely in control. The search was no longer for love; it was for alignment.

She had a list of targets already pulled from her preferred, invitation-only dating app. She scrolled past the 7/10s and 8/10s, pausing only when she hit the man currently holding the highest aggregate score in her city. His name was RYAN. He was a corporate lawyer specializing in tech IPOs, had two degrees from Ivy League schools, and had just completed the Boston Marathon for charity.

Chloe assigned him a preliminary score of 9.3.

She tapped the screen to initiate contact. The first stage of the project was officially greenlit. Tonight, she wasn't just planning a date; she was onboarding her next partner.
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​Chapter 2: The Consultants
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Ryan was exceptionally prompt. Within ninety minutes of Chloe initiating contact, he responded with a clear, concise message proposing three distinct, geographically convenient dinner options, listing the primary cuisine of each, and suggesting specific dates for the upcoming week. He even added a P.S. stating he was flexible on the final choice and welcomed her input.

No ambiguity. No passive-aggressive timing games. No vague "let's grab drinks sometime." A perfect 10/10 for initial communication strategy.

Chloe forwarded the thread to Noah with a single subject line: "Review and Approval Requested."

The phone rang instantly. Noah’s face filled her screen, framed by his perpetually chic, slightly messy haircut. He was currently wearing a deep purple velvet blazer over a graphic tee—a perfect visual counterpoint to Chloe’s crisp professionalism.

“I have to hand it to you, Chloe,” Noah said, not a greeting, but a judgment. “The lawyer is operating at peak efficiency. Did you send him an RFP?”

“I sent him a message that required an active response, not a monologue,” Chloe corrected, already anticipating his cynicism. “And he delivered. I’m leaning toward the Mediterranean spot. Good lighting, excellent wine list, known for being discreet. I will choose Thursday.”

“A lawyer named Ryan who runs marathons and suggests upscale Mediterranean,” Noah deadpanned. “Are we sure he’s not a deep-fake designed by the algorithm to maximize female anxiety?”

“He scored a 9.3, Noah. I don’t deal in anxieties; I deal in data.”

She launched into a description of the P-MAN SCORECARD v1.0, detailing the weighted categories. Noah listened, occasionally covering his mouth to stifle a laugh.

“Okay, wait. Category Four: Emotional Intelligence, 20 percent. And it mandates a ‘therapeutic background’?”

“It means he has to have been in therapy, yes. It demonstrates self-awareness and a willingness to invest in emotional maintenance. Critical for long-term systems stability.”

“So, what you’re saying is, if he’s got a solid portfolio and a decent therapist, he’s cleared to access the executive suite?”

“Precisely. My previous partners were under-vetted. Jason, for instance, scored high on Compatibility, but failed miserably on Emotional Intelligence because he refused to define his ‘different things.’ He was a major liability.”

Noah sighed, a theatrical production of exasperation. “Honey, the P-Man Scorecard isn’t a guide to finding a partner, it’s a detailed list of qualities you want a man to possess so you don’t have to admit he’s just a man. Love is the deviation, not the compatibility score.”

“Love is a variable, Noah. Variables create chaos. I’m creating a framework for success.”

“You are making a spreadsheet of aspiration, not attraction. Watch out, Chloe. The closer they get to 100 percent, the more likely they are to be either an AI or a narcissist trying to sell you something.”

He abruptly cut the call, but not before delivering his closing argument: “Call me Friday and tell me if the 9.3 has a soul, or if he just has a great 401k. I’m genuinely curious.”

An hour later, Chloe’s phone buzzed with a message from Camille.

Camille: Just saw your Thursday calendar invite block! You’re getting back out there. Who is the lucky martyr?

Chloe despised Camille’s passive-aggressive cheerfulness, but she understood its function. Camille was her benchmark for societal acceptance.

Chloe: Ryan, corporate law. Tech IPO focus. Marathon runner.

Camille: OHHH. Ryan. I think I saw him at the Sinclair wedding last year. Absolutely impeccable suit. Does he own a place in Tribeca or just Midtown?

This was the metric Chloe was truly trying to appease. Camille didn't care about emotional literacy; she cared about square footage and location as a proxy for social worth.

Chloe: Midtown condo, pre-war conversion. He mentioned closing a deal on a beach house rental property.

Camille: A rental property. Smart. Diversified assets. That’s hot, Chloe. Don’t tell Michael I said that. He hasn’t diversified his shirt collection since 2019.

Chloe didn't reply to the dig at Michael. She realized the P-Man Scorecard was just the digitized version of Camille's whispered expectations. Camille's questions validated the entire existence of Category 1 and 2.

Noah is right that it’s a defense mechanism, Chloe mused, but Camille is right that this is the only way to win.

Thursday arrived. Chloe left the office early, not because she needed the extra time, but because the pre-date routine required the focused attention of a final budget review.

She treated her apartment bathroom like a staging area. She selected a silk sheath dress in a shade of emerald green that contrasted perfectly with her dark hair and skin tone. It was feminine without being flirty, powerful without being aggressive. It conveyed Successful but Approachable.

She spent ten minutes reviewing Ryan’s LinkedIn profile and his public-facing articles on IPO regulations—not to find conversation starters, but to ensure she could fluidly pivot away from "soft" topics should the discussion flounder. She wanted to demonstrate that she wasn't just decorative; she was a worthy intellectual peer.

She gave herself a score of 10/10 for Preparation. She felt the familiar, invigorating rush of a major professional undertaking. This wasn't dating. This was an Executive Audit of a potential investment, and she was the principal shareholder.

When the cab pulled up outside the Mediterranean restaurant—a place so aesthetically pleasing it felt designed for Instagram, yet so exclusive it barred photography—Chloe smoothed her dress and took a single, deep breath.

Ryan was waiting at a small, candlelit table, already seated. He rose the moment he saw her, his smile broad and perfectly calibrated. He was tall, dressed in a custom charcoal suit that spoke of quiet wealth, and he possessed the kind of sun-kissed health only achievable through regular, high-end athletic pursuits.

“Chloe. You are exactly as impressive as your profile suggested,” he said, extending his hand.

He gave her the kind of firm, brief handshake usually reserved for signing partnership agreements.

“Ryan,” she replied, matching his measured tone, allowing her fingers to linger for precisely one second longer than strictly professional. “I appreciate your efficiency in selecting the venue. I love their wine list.”

She sat down, her mind already snapping open the P-Man Scorecard. She was prepared to score him on his conversational consistency, his body language, and the quality of his professional aspirations.

The man was a 9.3, but the audit had just begun.
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​Chapter 3: The Clinical Compatibility Test
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The table was too small, the light was too low, and the air was thick with the scent of expensive olive oil and unstated corporate ambition. It was the perfect environment for an executive audit.

Ryan, the 9.3 candidate, was excellent at listening. He tilted his head exactly seven degrees when Chloe spoke, maintaining eye contact without crossing the threshold into staring. His questions were always follow-ups, demonstrating active, engaged processing of her answers. He was, objectively, a stellar conversationalist.

“Your firm’s growth in the digital strategy space is fascinating,” Ryan was saying, swirling a glass of deep ruby Barolo that cost more than Chloe’s utility bill. “It sounds like you’re positioning yourself for maximum market disruption. How do you plan to scale without diluting your core brand equity?”

Chloe paused, letting the intellectual challenge register. “It’s about optimizing our client intake pipeline. We’re moving toward a tiered retainer system. Less volume, higher margin. It frees up key personnel to focus on high-yield, complex deliverables.”

She felt the familiar rush of professional pride. This was an adult conversation. With Jason, the deviation would have started here, devolving into a debate about the "soullessness of corporate life." With Ryan, they were discussing ROI over Ragu.

[P-MAN SCORECARD - CATEGORY 1: FINANCIAL VIABILITY - Audit Passed]

Chloe maneuvered the conversation to his work, ensuring she collected the data points necessary for her initial 9.3 rating. He detailed his recent work on a major IPO, referring to his firm’s partners by first names, confirming his high social standing. He discussed his passive investments—a diversified portfolio, not just the beach house rental she already knew about, but several fractional shares in commercial real estate.

“I aim for full professional and financial autonomy by forty,” he stated, taking a precise bite of his grilled branzino. “It’s about maintaining optionality in life, wouldn't you agree?”

“Completely,” Chloe said, instantly upgrading his Financial score from 9.5 to 9.8. His language—autonomy, optionality—aligned perfectly with her own.

[P-MAN SCORECARD - CATEGORY 2: SOCIAL CAPITAL - Audit Passed]

The challenge came when she shifted into Category 4: Emotional Intelligence. She needed to verify the "therapeutic background" from his profile and assess his ability to articulate needs.

“You mentioned in your profile that personal development is important to you,” Chloe began, leaning forward subtly. “I’m always curious how people in demanding fields manage their bandwidth. Do you have a routine for maintenance?”

Ryan smiled—a flash of polished white teeth—and confirmed the checkmark. “Absolutely. I started working with a performance coach, who also has a psych background, about three years ago. It’s been crucial for optimizing my professional output.”

Performance coach. Chloe mentally noted the corporate-speak. “And what does that optimization look like? On a personal level?”

“It looks like efficiency. I used to let stress reduce my bandwidth, but now I treat emotions as data inputs. We identify the source of friction, neutralize the external variable, and implement a mitigation strategy. It’s like a continuous process improvement for the self.”

He spoke of his feelings the way a mechanic speaks of a malfunctioning engine: clinically, scientifically, and without a drop of personal vulnerability. He had the vocabulary, but none of the humanity. He didn’t discuss fear, joy, or doubt—only friction and output.

“So, you never just... feel overwhelmed?” Chloe asked, pressing the edge of the emotional boundary.

Ryan paused, considering the query as if it were a complex legal question. “Only when a process is inefficient. But that’s manageable with the right systems. Why allow yourself to be overwhelmed when you can simply address the root cause?”

He looked at her, waiting for her assent. He had provided the necessary data—he was in "therapy"—but the qualitative analysis was failing. He had a great system, but no soul.

[P-MAN SCORECARD - CATEGORY 4: EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE - Technical Pass, Qualitative Failure]

By the time the sommelier arrived with the check, Chloe felt oddly exhausted, not from the conversation, but from the relentless perfection of it. Everything Ryan did—from the way he paid using a high-rewards credit card without fumbling, to the way he requested the dessert menu despite claiming he had a "rigorous no-sugar policy"—was controlled, intentional, and utterly unspontaneous.

As they stood on the sidewalk, waiting for their separate cabs, Ryan executed the close.

“This was excellent, Chloe. High synergy potential,” he said, taking her hand again. His touch was warm and professional, the kind of handshake that promised a mutually beneficial merger. “Are you available next Tuesday for a follow-up? I know a rooftop bar that maximizes city views—great setting for ideation.”

“Tuesday works for me, Ryan,” Chloe replied automatically. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this cold after a first date.

As she rode home, she opened the Scorecard app on her phone.

Ryan’s total score was undeniable. Financials were rock solid. Social status was high. Physical compatibility was a clear match.

Final Score: 9.6/10

She stared at the number. It was the highest score she had ever assigned. It meant he was exactly what she had ordered.

And yet, as she climbed into bed, alone, Chloe felt the unnerving, profound realization that the 9.6 man had felt more like a very polished robot than a person. She had successfully audited her target, but the deliverable she truly needed—a spark of genuine interest—was nowhere on the sheet.

She closed the file, adding a single, invisible note to her mental ledger: High Risk of Emotional Dissatisfaction.
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​Chapter 4: Post-Mortem and Next Target
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Chloe sat at her kitchen counter, staring at the number on her P-Man Scorecard. 9.6. The number mocked her. It was a statistical triumph and a romantic failure, a perfect example of a successful system generating a useless result.

She called Noah at 9:00 AM sharp on Friday, knowing he would be in his studio, mid-latte and ready for gossip.

“Don’t tell me he was bad,” Noah challenged immediately, without preamble. “Don’t you dare tell me the 9.6 man had bad breath or questionable politics.”

“He was perfect, Noah. That was the problem,” Chloe sighed, pushing her espresso cup away. “He was technically immaculate. Conversational skills were 10/10. Financially, he’s a diversified asset portfolio in a custom suit. He talked about his ‘performance coach’ and treated his emotional state like a P&L statement.”

“Ah,” Noah said, sounding deeply satisfied. “The robot is complete. Did he blink too slowly?”

“He blinked exactly the right amount. He was polite, efficient, and utterly bloodless. When I asked him about something he was passionate about, he launched into a ten-minute monologue about a tax-loophole strategy he’d executed for a client. There was no deviation.”

“You’re looking for a glitch in the matrix, darling, and he just had a great firewall,” Noah countered. “Look, this confirms my suspicion: your criteria are only selecting men who prioritize optimization over everything, including human connection. You’ve screened out the men who are messy enough to love.”

“I’m trying to screen out the Jasons,” Chloe
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