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I worked as a loyal employee for over thirty years at the Holloway County Public Works. I nurtured my garden, just like I nurtured my marriage for over twenty years. I felt loved and at peace. We built a garden, a home, and a life together.

A new chapter loomed on the horizon with retirement, and we made plans. A nomad life in a van, the open road, the two of us against the world. That was our dream.

Then, one day, it wasn’t.

She signed up for a yoga class, and everything changed. She said she had rediscovered herself and pushed away everything around her. Our light became a shadow, and the gap became a chasm. I lived in denial until she was gone and the divorce papers arrived, leaving only memories and her geriatric cat, Mittens, behind. She claimed it was for the best, that Mittens would provide company for me and that keeping the routine would be better for an old cat late in life. Yet she abandoned Mittens too.

The truth was, she felt burdened by both of us.

My world collapsed inward. Everything around me fell to decay: my home, my garden, my life.

Every day lingered without purpose.

When the emptiness felt absolute, I reached for one bold idea and brought it to life.
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Part I - No Ceremony
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I sat in a darkened room. It was stale and hot because Mittens needed that environment for her health. Bright light made her sick; she cried from it. I should have hated that cat, but she was all I had left from my ex-wife. She was the last proof we had once been together. I cared for her, and she cared for me in her own way. She was all I had. We lived together in the best situation we could manage. Mittens was an eighteen-year-old cat, grey and white with milky eyes. She didn’t even know my ex-wife had abandoned her nearly a year earlier. We talked and argued every day. She listened as long as I petted her while I did it.

My days blurred into months in one long gray loop. On a cold, damp fall morning I woke early enough to give Mittens her meds. I brewed coffee, but the smell and taste had abandoned me. I stared at the overgrown garden through dusty windows. An invisible weight kept me from the simplest tasks. It pinned me down. Hell, I could barely feed the cat. It felt like a chore, but I had to do it. I returned to the armchair, trying to recharge, but it never worked. I only felt more tired.

My retired life was supposed to be a new chapter, not a footnote toward my demise. I sat in front of the TV or surfed for porn while virtually stalking my ex. Unhealthy habits that served no one. I spent my days making plans I would never fulfill. It wasn’t healthy. It was a flawed cycle. I mentally channel-surfed while watching TV and voiced empty declarations to Mittens. She usually lay in her bed or stared blankly at a wall, weakly meowing from primal instinct, as if calling kittens or a mate from her past that would never return. I tried to soothe her, but I was just a stranger to her. We still had conversations, mostly one-sided. But she seemed to appreciate being held. It satisfied both of us. I got to say my piece, and she knew she wasn’t alone.

I lived a flat, neurotic existence, tangled in low-level paranoia, repressed rage, and the belief the world had conspired to keep me small. My neurosis starved me of purpose yet craved notice and appreciation above all. I smoked pot to stay numb. It kept me eating and sleeping. Nothing else.

That day, I awoke in a panic. I instinctively called out to Mittens. I was late with her morning medication. I felt horrible and worried she would be hungry too. I had made a habit of not eating until she had her food first. I called for her as I walked from bedroom to living room to kitchen. I found her curled beneath the kitchen table, lying on top of the heating vent. She was still and lifeless. I sat on the floor beside her body for a long time, petting her out of habit. I felt nothing at first. Then something sharper than grief fell over me. The last thread snapped. I buried her in the backyard jungle that had once been our garden. No ceremony. No tears, only grief.

After that, the silence grew heavier. The house felt larger and emptier at once. I spoke to no one. I barely spoke aloud at all. I fought the urge to reach out to Mary, my ex, to tell her the cat was dead. But it would serve no purpose, and I was sure she would think, good, and you’re next. I didn’t want to give her that satisfaction.

One afternoon, while sitting in front of my monitor smoking a joint, I saw it. As I scrolled through endless empty promises in ads on my old computer, I heard the voice first. Soft, light, and smooth. It felt like she was talking to me and only me. Bright and vivid. Insistent, calling me. I quickly clicked off it as I normally did. It wouldn’t close right away. It lingered. It seemed to mock me, but the more I heard her voice, the more it pulled me in. It was a new AI product that would improve your life.

EgoEcho, life coach. More than computational AI. A companion AI that listened, mapped your personality, learned everything about you, and changed your life. Made you better. The advertisement hit all the right buttons in my time of need. It fed my inner id. Faux flattery that overrode the dead spark inside. It promised to make me a better person. To brighten my world again.

I stared at the screen. I had nothing left to lose. I could always delete it if I didn’t like it.

I clicked. Provided my credit card and signed up. I took the dive that would change my life.
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