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For my dad, Dave Frankel, who really did reprogram our Commodore VIC-20 to make arithmetic errors in order to improve my self-confidence and math skills (only one of these worked).

And for my mom, Sue Frankel, who calls my novels – and treats them as – her grandbooks.


Part One

What will survive of us is love.

– PHILIP LARKIN, ‘AN ARUNDEL TOMB’


Killer App

SAM ELLING WAS FILLING OUT HIS ONLINE DATING PROFILE and trying to decide whether to laugh or cry. On the one hand, he had just described himself as ‘quick to laugh’ and had answered the question, ‘How macho do you consider yourself?’ eight on a scale of ten. But on the other hand, the whole thing was really quite frustrating, and no one, he knew, ever admitted to anything less than an eight on the masculinity scale anyway. Sam was trying to come up with five things he couldn’t live without. He knew that many would-be daters cheekily wrote: air, food, water, shelter, plus something else vaguely amusing. (He was thinking Swiss cheese would be a clever addition to that list, or possibly vitamin D, though since he was in Seattle, he seemed, in fact, to be living quite nicely without it.) He could go the techie route – laptop, other laptop, tablet, wifi connection, iPhone – but they’d think he was a computer geek. Never mind that he was; he didn’t want them to know that right away. He could go the sentimental route – framed photo from parents’ wedding, grandfather’s lucky penny, program from his star turn in his middle school production of Grease, acceptance letter to MIT, first mix tape ever made for him by a girl – but he suspected that would belie his reported macho factor. He could go the lactose route: Swiss cheese again (he was clearly craving Swiss cheese for no apparent reason) plus chocolate ice cream, cream cheese, Pagliacci’s pizza, and double tall lattes. It wasn’t really true though. He could live without those; he just wouldn’t like it very much.

The point was this exercise was five things: annoying, prying, cloying, embarrassing, and totally pointless. He didn’t have any hobbies because he worked all the time which was the reason he couldn’t find a date. If he didn’t work all the time (or weren’t a software engineer and so also worked with some women), he would have time for hobbies he could list, but then he wouldn’t need to because he wouldn’t need online dating in order to meet people. Yes, he was a computer geek, but he was also, he thought, smart and funny and reasonably good-looking. He just didn’t have five hobbies or five witty things he couldn’t live without or five interesting things on his bedside table (truthful answer would have been: half-full water glass, quarter-full water glass, empty water glass, crumpled used Kleenex, crumpled used Kleenex) or five revealing hopes for the future (never to have to do this again, repeat times five). Nor did he care about anyone else’s reported hobbies or five requirements for life, bedside tables, or futures. He had already answered variations of these inane questions with another service, dated their dates, and seen what all of this nonsense came to. It came to nonsense. If you picked the ones who seemed pretty down-to-earth (books, writing implement, reading lamp, clock radio, cell phone), you got boring. If you picked the ones who seemed eccentric (yellow rain hat, Polaroid camera, lime seltzer, photo of Gertrude Stein, plastic model of Chairman Mao), you got really weird and full of themselves. If you picked the one who seemed like a good fit (‘Laptop and honestly nothing else because that has all I need’), you got a computer geek so much like your college roommate that you wondered if he’d had an unconvincing sex change operation without telling you. So you had your pick of boring, weird, or Trevor Anderson.

Five things Sam couldn’t live without: sarcasm, mockery, scorn, derision, cynicism.

That was not the whole picture, of course. If it were, he wouldn’t be online dating. He would be holed up in a basement apartment somewhere contentedly crotchety on his own (Xbox, Wii, PlayStation, fifty-two-inch plasma flat-screen, microwave nachos). Instead, he was putting himself out there again. Did this not indicate optimism re: love? (hope, good cheer, warmth, generosity, the promise of someone to kiss good night). Maybe, but it was way too cheesy to write on the stupid form.

The problem with the stupid form was this: it wasn’t just that people didn’t tell the truth – though they didn’t. It was that there was no way to tell the truth, even if you wanted to. Things on a bedside table do not reveal a soul. Hopes for the future cannot be distilled for forms or strangers. Fill-in-the-blank questions are fun but not really indicative of the long-term future of a relationship. (They aren’t really that fun either.) Even the stuff with straightforward answers fails to reveal what you need to know. For instance, Sam wanted to date a woman who could and would cook and enjoy it, but it couldn’t be because she was some kind of domestic goddess who required a clean house all the time (Sam was not neat), and it couldn’t be because she believed a woman’s place was in the home and she should cater to her man (Sam was a feminist), and it couldn’t be because she was one of those people who ate only organic, sustainable, locally grown, chemical-free, ecologically responsible, whole, raw, vegan food (see above re: Sam’s love of dairy). It had to be because Sam didn’t cook and she did and they both needed to eat, and he would take on some other household chore like dish washing or clothes folding or bathroom scrubbing in exchange. There was no place for all that on the form or even a place to indicate that he was the kind of man who considered such bizarre minutiae relevant.

And yet, a man has needs. And not the ones you think. Well, those too, but they weren’t foremost on Sam’s mind. Foremost on Sam’s mind was it would be nice to have someone to go out to dinner with on Friday nights and to wake up with on Saturday mornings and to go with him to museums and movies and plays and parties and restaurants and ball games and on long weekends away, day hikes, ski trips, parental visits, wine tastings, and work functions. It was this last which was especially pressing for Sam, who worked at the online dating company whose form was causing him so much grief. It employed many swank and high-powered people – most of them male – who brought many swank and high-powered people – most of them female – to their many swank and high-powered black-tie galas. Sam did not own a tie of any color until he got this job, was himself neither swank nor high-powered, and felt strongly that a job as a software engineer in a three-walled cubicle surrounded by other software engineers with their obscure math T-shirts and Star Trek action figures and seven-sided Rubik’s cubes should have absolved him from these sorts of work pressures. But the lawyers and VPs and CFOs and VIPs and investors wrecked the curve, and besides, it was an online dating company – showing up to these functions solo was a bad career move. Sam spent these evenings in his too-stiff tuxedo making awkward private jokes with his awkward single software engineering compatriots, sipping free vodka tonics and worrying that he’d never find true love.

In high school in Baltimore, when Holly Palentine saw through his geeky exterior to the cool heart that beat beneath and agreed first to dance with him at homecoming and then to let him take her to dinner and a movie and then to hang out in his basement most afternoons after school making out, Sam had assumed he would marry his high school sweetheart. He remembered dancing close with her at the spring formal and imagining what they’d look like on their wedding day. Then she sent him a letter from the Girl Scout camp where she was a counselor asking if they could still be friends. Still? Sam hadn’t realized this had ever been in question. In college at MIT, he had tried late-night hookups in the dorm and girls who flirted with him at parties and falling madly in love with the barista at Shot Through the Heart (though he had not tried talking to her) and a year-and-a-half real, adult relationship with Della Bassette, who then graduated and left for three years of volunteer corps in Zimbabwe, and another year and a half of true rock-solid start-thinking-about-engagement-rings love with Jenny O’Dowd, who really did love him and want to be with him forever except she accidentally also hooked up with his roommate the semester before graduation. Twice. Then Sam tried being alone, being alone being far less likely to result in the crushing of his soul and atom-splitting of his heart. He tried not caring and not risking and not looking, hanging out with guy friends, solo vacations, self-growth, and canceling cable. None of that worked either. Not being in love did mean he was less likely to get hurt. But he honestly didn’t see the point.

He didn’t see the point not because he was one of those people who always, always had to be paired up, and not because he didn’t think of himself as whole without a partner, and not because otherwise it was too hard to have sex, but because when he wasn’t spending time with people he loved, Sam found he was spending a lot of time with people he didn’t. His work colleagues were fine at work, but they didn’t have much to talk about when they went out afterward. Happy hour with friends he’d lost touch with since college reminded him why he’d lost touch with them. Small talk at parties held by friends of friends meant a lot of pretending to think interesting a lot of things he didn’t think were interesting.

When he left the East Coast for Seattle, Sam tried internet dating and couldn’t believe he’d been alive for thirty-two and a half years and never thought to before. Sam believed in computers and programming, in codable information, in algorithms and numbers and logic. His father was also a software engineer as well as a computer science professor at Johns Hopkins University, so Sam was raised to believe: computers were his religion. Everyone else pitched online dating as the only option after not meeting anyone in the vast ocean of college. But Sam liked online dating because it took away the mystery. Maybe you met someone and liked her and she liked you and you hit it off and you started dating and that went pretty well and you got closer and closer, shared more and more, starting building lives around each other, fell deeply in love, and still she slept with your roommate when you went home for the weekend. Computers would never allow for such outlying variance.

Online dating had yet to work for Sam. But it did pay well. And that came in a close second as it turned out. One too-pretty-to-go-to-work morning in June, Sam’s whole team got a sheepish text from their boss. ‘Fair warning,’ Jamie wrote. ‘BB’s agenda for OOF today: Quantify the Human Heart.’ Jamie referred to the company’s enormously important CEO, his boss’s boss, as BB. Sam loved him for this. BB had recently decreed that each team would begin every morning with a stand-up meeting, the idea being that the company wasn’t wasting its brilliant programmers’ time with a real meeting but only a brief encounter in the hallway. Generally, this meant it was the length of an actual meeting but without the comfort of chairs and a Danish. Jamie therefore called it OOF, theoretically for On Our Feet, though actually for how those feet felt at the end of the meeting. Sam loved Jamie for this too. Also because he wasn’t a superstickler for punctuality, which gave Sam time to run back inside his apartment and change into more comfortable shoes.

‘So here’s the story,’ Jamie began when Sam got there. ‘BB thinks we need a better bottom line. Some online matchmaking sites promise “most fun dates”. Some boast “highest percentage of marriages”. BB wants to up the ante. Too many dates end in failure. Too many marriages end in divorce. What’s better than dating and better than marriage?’

‘Friends with benefits?’ guessed Nigel from Australia.

‘Soul mates,’ said Jamie. ‘BB wants an algorithm that will find your soul mate. Therefore I turn to you. Love is a tricky thing. All that human variable. The soul is not logical. The heart wants what the heart wants. Hard to nail down. Hard to quantify and program. But we are computer programmers, and this is our job. So we must. Tell me how.’

‘Increase the odds of getting laid,’ said Nigel. ‘Looser dates lead to more and earlier hooking up. The farther you go on a first date, the more information you have about sexual compatibility.’

‘Won’t work,’ objected Rajiv from New Delhi. ‘Dating sucks.’ On this, the software engineers, save Nigel, were in agreement.

‘It’s not fun,’ said Gaurav from Mumbai.

‘It’s very awkward,’ said Arnab from Assam.

‘And it’s all lies,’ said Jayaraj from Chennai. Five Indian states Sam had become an expert on since beginning work as a software engineer: Delhi, Assam, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal. ‘You are so much worse on a date than you are in real life,’ Jayaraj continued. ‘You can’t string two sentences together without sounding like some kind of idiot. You stammer and bring up awkward topics and embarrass yourself a lot. You’re not really like that in real life.’

‘Or you present yourself as better than you really are,’ Sam added, ‘which is also a lie. You get all dressed up and do your hair and put on makeup when really you’re going to walk around the house in yoga clothes and a scrunchie all day.’

‘Makeup?’ Jamie raised an eyebrow at him.

‘Scrunchie?’ wondered Jayaraj.

‘We need a third party,’ offered Arnab, ‘like the Hindu astrologers who know everyone in the village for generations and thus make marriages at birth that last until death.’

‘Many cultures have matchmakers. Japanese nakodos. Jewish shadchens.’ Gaurav had been an anthropology major at UC Santa Cruz. ‘There are aeons of precedent. They realize a truth.’

‘Which is?’ asked Jamie.

‘Who people think they are and what people think they want is not really who they are or what they want,’ said Gaurav sagely. ‘Wise and sometimes magical elders set you up based on who you really are and who would be good for you instead.’

‘I have no magical elders,’ said Jamie.

‘No, you have something better,’ said Sam. ‘Computer programmers. We could dig a little deeper into the data users provide. See what it says about them rather than what they say about themselves.’

Everyone’s feet were getting tired, so digging deeper seemed worth a shot. ‘Accusing our customers of lying,’ Jamie said. ‘I’m sure BB will love it.’

Sam stopped for coffee on the way back to his desk. (Five places within seven hundred feet of Sam’s desk to get a world-class double tall latte: the espresso stand on the second floor, the espresso stand on the fourteenth floor, the cafeteria, the coffee shop in the lobby of the Fifth Avenue entrance, the coffee shop in the lobby of the Fourth Avenue entrance. Sam loved Seattle.) Then he sat down and considered where, if not on online dating forms, people revealed the truth about themselves. He messaged Jamie: ‘Can I have access to clients’ financial records?’

Jamie wrote back right away. ‘Accusing our customers of lying and invading their privacy. BB’s going to love that too.’

First surefire proof Sam had that users were lying about themselves: everyone everywhere was always having a fit over internet privacy concerns, but promise to find them love or at least sex, and they signed access to their financial records, credit card statements, e-mail accounts, and everything else over to Sam just because he asked nicely. There he saw them not as they represented themselves but as they really were. He saw that they said their five favorite foods were organic blueberries, wheatgrass smoothies, red quinoa, tempeh Reubens, and beluga caviar, but they spent an average of $47.40 a month last year at the 7-Eleven. He saw that the five things they listed on their nightstand were all foreign film DVDs, but they saw Shrek Forever After in 3-D twice in theaters and spent the week of the foreign film festival hanging out with their old college roommates at a dude ranch in Wyoming. He noted that they said they liked to write poetry and short stories and even included a quote from Ulysses in their profile, but Sam analyzed their e-mails and knew they were in the bottom twelve percent of adjective users and had no idea how to use a semicolon. Everyone lied. It wasn’t malicious or even on purpose usually. They weren’t so much misrepresenting themselves as just plain wrong. How they saw themselves and how they really were turned out to be pretty far apart.

Sam was a romantic, yes, but he was also a software engineer, and since he was better at the latter, he played to his strengths. For two weeks straight, he worked obsessively on an algorithm that figured out who you really were. It ignored the form you filled out yourself in favor of reading your spending reports and bank statements and e-mails. It read your chat histories and text messages, your posts and status updates. It read your blog and what you posted on other people’s blogs. It looked at what you bought online, what you read online, what you studiously avoided online. It ignored who you said you were and who you said you wanted in favor of who you really were and who you really wanted. Sam mixed the ancient traditions of the matchmakers plus the truths users revealed but did not admit about themselves combined with the power of modern data processors and made the algorithm that changed the dating world. He cracked the code to your heart.

His teammates were impressed. Jamie was pleased. But BB was thrilled with the algorithm, especially once he saw the proof of concept demos and how incredibly, unbelievably well it would work.

‘We’ll get you down to just one date!’ BB enthused. ‘That’s all it will take. Talk about killer apps!’


The Girl Next Door

THE NEXT STEP FOR SAM, OF COURSE, WAS TO TRY IT HIMSELF. He wanted to know if it worked. He wanted to prove that it worked. But mostly, he wanted it to work. He wanted it to search the world and point, to reach down like the finger of God and say, ‘Her.’ How good was this algorithm? First time out, it set Sam up with Meredith Maxwell. She worked next door. In the marketing department. Of Sam’s own company. For their first date, they met for lunch in the cafeteria at work. She was leaning against the doorframe grinning at him when he got off the elevator, grinning helplessly himself.

‘Meredith Maxwell,’ she said, shaking Sam’s hand. ‘My friends mostly call me Max.’

‘Not Merde?’ Sam asked, incredulous, appalled with himself, even as he was doing so. Who made a joke like that – pretentious, scatological, and French – as a first impression? Sam was awkward and off-putting and a little gross.

Incredibly, Meredith Maxwell laughed. ‘Je crois que tu es le premier.’

It was as if a miracle had occurred. She thought it was funny. She thought Sam was funny. But it wasn’t a miracle. It was computer science.

‘So where did you learn French?’ Sam recovered after they were seated in an out-of-the-way corner with their cafeteria trays.

‘I spent a year abroad in college in Bruges. I also learned Flemish.’

‘That must come in handy,’ said Sam.

‘Less than you’d think. The only people I speak Flemish to are my dogs.’

‘You have dogs?’

‘Snowy and Milou.’

‘You named your dogs after a Belgian comic book.’

‘Well, a Belgian comic book and its English translation,’ said Meredith Maxwell.

Sam was wildly impressed with himself. Though she’d offered nothing in her dating profile about the names of her dogs and Sam nothing of his childhood obsession with Tintin, somehow he’d written an algorithm that knew anyway. He was some kind of genius. Meredith Maxwell, meanwhile, was beautiful and funny and evidently smart, thirty-four years old (Sam liked older women, even if they were only seven months older), a world traveler, a polyglot, a dog lover, an enjoyer of cafeteria-style strawberry ice cream, and possessor of skin that smelled like the sea.

‘This was fun,’ said Meredith as they bused their trays. But she didn’t sound sure.

‘Should we do it again?’ said Sam.

‘Maybe off campus?’ Sam observed that this was not a no but was also not an of-course-don’t-be-absurd-yes. Was this thing not as good as he thought? Was it good on paper (well, in code) but not in fact? Or more appalling still: was she his perfect match, the one soul in all the world who fit with his, the boiling down of all humanity to his Platonic partner . . . and she liked him sort of okay? He scrambled to think up impressive first dates. Was he insane? The cafeteria at work wasn’t a good first impression. This one shouldn’t count. He needed a do-over. ‘Let’s go somewhere special for dinner.’

‘Okay,’ she agreed.

‘Um . . . Canlis? Campagne? Rover’s?’ Sam named expensive restaurants aimlessly. He’d never been to any of them. ‘We could take the Clipper over to Victoria? Canada’s very romantic.’

‘Boats make me throw up,’ she said.

‘That restaurant at the top of the Space Needle?’

‘Do you like baseball?’ she said.

Sam stopped breathing. Was this a trick question? ‘I like baseball.’

‘How about dinner at the ballpark? Saturday night? Hot dogs and a game? Might be more fun.’

The ball game was fun. So was dinner out, somewhat more casual than Sam had suggested in the first place but still what passed for fancy in Seattle. So was the play Meredith picked out for them to see and her interrogation of him afterward, which was like an English exam but with more pressure (the stakes being higher, after all). So was the Korean horror film at the three-dollar movies, and so was the day hike at Hurricane Ridge. But it still hadn’t clicked right away. Or maybe it was the opposite.

‘I can’t help but notice,’ Meredith observed after all-day hiking, after separate showers and towel-dried hair and red wine and candles and carry-out Thai on the floor of her living room, ‘that you haven’t kissed me yet.’

‘I haven’t?’ said Sam.

‘Nope.’

‘What a strange oversight. Why, do you think?’

‘Could be you don’t like me,’ Meredith suggested.

‘I don’t think that’s it,’ said Sam.

‘Could be you like me but think I’m hideous.’

‘I don’t think that’s it either,’ said Sam, scooting a little closer toward her across the floor.

‘Could be that you’re a lousy computer programmer and this algorithm doesn’t work and we’re totally mismatched, a crappy couple, star-crossed, ill-fated, with no chemistry.’

‘I am a brilliant computer programmer,’ said Sam.

‘Maybe you’re scared,’ said Meredith.

‘Of what?’

‘Rejection.’

‘Not much chance of that. Maybe you’re scared.’

‘Me?’ she said.

‘Yes you,’ said Sam, scooting a little bit closer still. ‘Maybe you’re too scared to kiss me. Maybe you’re lily-livered.’

‘What does that even mean?’ she said. ‘Like your liver is flowery? Like a little girl? Like all the toxins it filters out of your blood are flora?’

‘It’s from humors. You know, bile, blood, phlegm,’ Sam murmured romantically. ‘You lack enough to color your liver, so it’s all white and pale and cowardly, hanging out down there in your digestive tract talking you out of kissing me.’

‘You know a lot of things, Sam,’ she said.

‘Is that a bad thing?’ he asked, coming upright. He’d been leaning so far toward her, eyes half-closed, he felt almost dizzy. Or maybe that wasn’t why.

She considered. ‘I do like my men smart, but perhaps the less talk of phlegm right before our first kiss, the better.’

‘I didn’t know it would be right before our first kiss,’ Sam said.

‘Well then, I guess you don’t know everything after all.’

Did she kiss him then or did he kiss her? Or were they so close by that point that the next inhale pulled their mouths together, that the ferocious beating of Sam’s heart rocked him actually into her? Or was it fate or compatibility or chemistry or computer science? Sam forgot to care. Sam forgot to think about it. Sam forgot to think about anything at all.

They kissed for a while. Then they stopped kissing for a while and just sat and breathed together. Meredith’s apartment was decorated with model airplanes hanging all over the ceiling. The shadows they flickered in the candlelight made Sam feel like he was flying. Or maybe that wasn’t why. Then Meredith said, ‘Well that was nice. What took you so long?’

Sam tried to say lightly, ‘What took you so long?’ He tried to work ‘lily-livered’ back into conversation while his heart rate came down. Instead he accidentally answered honestly. ‘I think . . . I’m pretty sure this will be my last first kiss. Ever. I wanted to savor it.’

‘How’d it go?’ asked Meredith.

‘I forget,’ said Sam, and she smiled, but that was accidentally honest as well. ‘Let me try again.’


London Calling

SAM ROLLED OVER THE NEXT MORNING TO FULLY CONSIDER the still-asleep, teeth-unbrushed, bed-headed Meredith for a minute or two before he said, ‘So, should I move in or what?’

‘What?’

‘Should I move in now? Or do you want to wait?’

‘I was thinking brunch,’ said Meredith.

‘Then packing?’

‘I was thinking brunch then maybe a walk. Are you kidding?’

‘It’s a top-notch algorithm, Merde,’ said Sam.

‘Top-notch?’

‘It’s not wrong. I made it myself, you know. You’re dealing with a quality product here.’

‘Still. I think I’d like to be more than twelve hours out from our first kiss before you move in.’

Sam thought about it. ‘Should you move in with me then?’

‘I’m not sure that’s exactly the issue here, but don’t be insane – I’m not moving into your studio apartment.’

‘Why not?’

‘Your bedroom is a platform. Your kitchen is a burner. I have two dogs.’

‘And a lot of tiny airplanes. Here it is then.’

‘Go to London. Then we’ll talk.’

Sam was going to London for the annual international social networking technology conference, this one dubbed, ‘London, City of Love: This Is Your Heart on Tech,’ a title which was both stupid and confusing, London being the city of many things (tea, mummies, and jacket potatoes sprang immediately to mind), but not, per se, love. The meeting had been scheduled, of course, long before he knew that this would be the week he would fall in love himself. He lobbied to bring Meredith with him. ‘Marketing should have a presence,’ he said to Jamie and then tried, ‘My presentation’s on the algorithm. We’d be a great advertisement for it.’ But these requests were denied. ‘I believe I will have more of your undivided attention if you come alone,’ Jamie said.

This was only sort of true. It was a busy trip. There were endless meetings and investors to present to, talks to attend, cocktail hours and breakfasts at which to make an appearance, plus all the technology glitches to fix, the ones that are inevitable on borrowed equipment far from home when lots of money and clout are at stake and all your competition is looking on and everything has to go exactly right. It didn’t make a lot of sense to Sam that there should be so many technical glitches – and that so many of them should be his problem – when everyone in a three-block radius was a computer person and the whole point of the conference was technology, but there wasn’t much time to ponder that. There was all of that to do plus museums to explore, churches to visit, markets to wander, pints to drink, and theater to see. There was all of that plus wandering city streets in the rain and gazing into the river and drinking tea in cafés while longing for Meredith. He felt bereft to be apart from her for even two weeks. He felt her absence physically. He felt as if he were missing a lung. And he was loving every minute of it.

He stopped for late-night Chinese food on Tottenham Court Road on the way back to his hotel the first night and got a fortune cookie that read, ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder.’ This he texted to Meredith.

‘They’re wrong,’ she wrote back. ‘Absence makes you insane.’

He floated back to the hotel. Then he got ready for bed and called her.

‘Insane how?’ he said.

‘I’m at work,’ she said.

‘Really? It’s after five there. Go home and call me.’

‘I’m going out with Natalie. Can we chat tomorrow?’

‘Only if you tell me insane how,’ said Sam.

‘Tomorrow,’ she said, and he went to sleep. At five thirty in the morning, his video chat rang. It had been ringing for some time before he woke up, morphing Sam’s dream about being trapped in an underwater obstacle course into being trapped in an underwater obstacle course where he got a prize at the end by ringing a bell.

‘Mmm . . .’lo?’ he managed.

‘Heyyyy,’ she sang, all sweet and soft. And drunk.

‘Mmfff,’ he said.

‘Are you there?’

‘Mmmffff.’

‘It looks like you’re in a cave.’

‘Not in a cave.’

‘I can’t see anything.’

‘It’s dark.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s night.’

‘No, it’s night here. It must be morning there.’

‘Technically, perhaps,’ said Sam, dawning slowly into consciousness. ‘But not like the sun’s up.’

‘It’s summer in London,’ Meredith protested. ‘The sun is always up.’

‘I think you might be missing the point here,’ said Sam. ‘It’s dark because I have the curtains closed. Because it’s night.’

‘Shouldn’t you be jet-lagging?’

‘I am a gifted sleeper.’

‘Shouldn’t you be more excited to talk to me?’

‘There are very few things that make me excited at five thirty in the morning.’

‘Want to know how absence makes you insane?’

‘Sure. How?’

‘Turn on a light so I can see you.’

He rolled over and did, squinting hopelessly at her from around the globe and half a day away.

‘It makes you insane because you go out with your favorite girlfriend who you haven’t seen in weeks to your favorite bar where you haven’t been in months to watch your favorite baseball team beat the Yankees eleven to one, and you still feel like something huge is missing all night long.’

‘Missing me is not insane. It’s just good sense.’

‘Good night, Sam.’

‘Easy for you to say. You don’t have a wake-up call coming in half an hour.’

‘Your presentation is tomorrow?’

‘Today. Yeah.’

‘Your Major Presentation?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘In front of hundreds of really smart people?’

‘Maybe thousands.’

‘With the whole future of the company – our company – at stake?’

‘I am very important.’

‘Are you nervous?’

‘More and more.’

‘Jeez, Sam,’ said Meredith. ‘You should really be getting some sleep.’

When Sam drew the blinds not very much later, he found his room wasn’t much lighter than it had been when they were closed. An hour later, he met Jamie in the lobby. Jamie was from London. He’d come to Seattle at the direct behest of BB to run Sam’s department a year ago. Jamie claimed it was because of his superior leadership talent and technological know-how. Sam suspected BB was lulled into liking Jamie by his British accent, which made him sound smart and worldly as he gently explained the practical impossibilities of BB’s pompous, overblown ideas. He’d trained as a Shakespearean actor before he turned to computers, and so he voiced the minutiae of everyday business ins and outs with a drama, cadence, and gravitas BB found appropriate to his own sense of importance. On this trip, Jamie was playing both boss and tour guide. And defender of the queen.

‘Your weather’s shite, dude,’ Sam greeted him in his best Monty Python accent.

‘Your weather’s shite, mate,’ Jamie corrected. ‘And what do you know? You live in Seattle. Your weather’s just as shite as ours.’

‘But we deal with it better.’

‘Pray tell how so.’

‘Coffee shops,’ said Sam.

‘Pubs,’ Jamie countered.

‘Right, because what you need on top of all the rain is cold beer and depressant.’

‘Beer’s not cold here,’ said Jamie.

‘I rest my case,’ said Sam.

‘We can get you a coffee,’ said Jamie as they walked toward the tube stop.

‘Yeah, a shite coffee.’

Jamie shoved him into a puddle, and Sam had to give his Major Presentation in sodden shoes. Despite this fact, Sam and his algorithm were greeted with raucous applause and Q & A that had to be cut off after an hour and a half because someone else (to whom Sam was eternally grateful) needed the room.

Jamie took him out for a celebratory lunch at a gastropub near St Paul’s where Sam drank a room-temp pint of what he had to admit was the best beer he’d ever had in his life. Then they walked across the bridge to the Tate Modern to have a look at the exhibit filling its giant-size entry hall: a scale model of the city of London, which you could walk through. It was made from foam, so if you accidentally trod on the National Theatre or were literally tripped up by Big Ben, you wouldn’t hurt the art or yourself. It was about waist-high and so exquisitely detailed that they could see the scale model of London through the windows of the Turbine Hall of the mini-Tate Modern. They wandered its city streets, much drier than the ones outside, until Jamie found the flat he’d grown up in and accidentally snagged his jacket on a restaurant he’d forgotten about entirely but was now convinced he had to take Sam to for dinner.

‘Aren’t I a good boss?’ he noted.

‘You are.’

‘You gave a great presentation, Sam. Very smart. Genius, even.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ said Jamie.

‘I will?’

‘Oh yes, you’ll be just fine.’ Then he wandered over to check out the Tower of London.

In an upstairs gallery, Sam got a text from Meredith that read, ‘You’re busted. I looked down during the morning meeting this a.m. and saw that I was wearing one navy shoe and one black shoe.’

‘How is that my fault?’ wrote Sam.

‘Absence makes you insane,’ wrote Meredith.

It was about like that for the rest of the trip. Conference in the morning. Bumming around London in the afternoon with Jamie. Waiting for Meredith to wake up back home and call/text/chat/e-mail/otherwise reassure him that she was alive and well and thinking of him too. She was sending him a running list of ways she was being made insane by his absence.


3) Accidentally called the barista ‘Mom’.

4) Neglected to bring baggies to the dog park and had to pick up dog poop with a leaf.

5) Picked up dog poop with a leaf even though no one was watching and it wasn’t like it was the middle of the sidewalk or anything, and really people should just be a little careful where they walk and save all those plastic bags from filling up landfills though okay, yes, mine are biodegradable, not that that helps when I leave them at home.

6) Failed utterly to write up the user specs for May/June or finish the storyboard for the Wilson-Abbot thing or meet with Erin re: the kickoff next month or convincingly pay attention during morning meeting so as not to get scolded (!) (as if I am his four-year-old!) by Edmondson but rather thought of you, thought of you, thought of you, and . . . thought of you.

7) Failed utterly to keep #6 to myself and thereby play it cool and chill and nonchalant and take-it-or-leave-it and interested but not overly and just a little bit hard to get. In. Sane.



Sam’s remaining lung absconded. He couldn’t wait to get home.

Finally, the last session of the last meeting of the last day of the conference was wrapping up. Sam was breathing a sigh of relief that no more tech would malfunction and no more meetings would demand his attention and no more events would require his attendance, and in nineteen hours, he’d be on a plane on his way back to the rest of his life. He met Jamie back at the gastropub. Aside from Meredith, that pint had been the other thing his mind returned to again and again all week long.

Jamie arrived late, wet, and exasperated. He slid down across the table from Sam with a pint in each hand.

‘I’ve barely touched mine yet.’ Sam nodded toward his mostly still full glass. He was savoring it.

‘They’re both for me,’ said Jamie. And then, ‘You want the good news or the bad news?’

In Sam’s work experience, the good news never outweighed the bad news. It never came close. If it did, it didn’t begin this way.

‘The good news,’ said Jamie, ‘is that BB is just thrilled with how the whole conference has gone. The tech has been smooth. Our events have looked glitch-free. You blew away everyone in the room with the algorithm and your presentation. The company looks great. The investors are thrilled. We’ve made BB a very rich man.’

‘Exactly my goal,’ said Sam. ‘What’s the bad news?’

Jamie made a face. ‘The bad news is he’s making me fire you.’

Sam thought he must be joking. ‘You must be joking,’ he said.

‘Nope.’

‘Why?’

‘Your algorithm is costing them a fortune. It’s brilliant, Sam. You should win a prize or something. BB thinks you’re a genius. But it works way too well.’

‘How can it work too well?’

‘Turns out fixing people up is not how we make money. It’s failing to fix people up while still giving them hope that soon we might. It works too quickly. Revenue from sign-up fees is through the roof, but revenue from monthly fees is in the toilet. It’s costing BB a fortune.’

‘You just said we made him very rich,’ said Sam.

‘He wants to be more rich. That’s why he’s the BB.’

‘You just said he was really pleased with how well everything’s gone over here.’

‘That’s why he didn’t fire you until it was over.’

This was Sam’s point about the good news never outweighing the bad. BB’s getting rich was not really enough of a silver lining.

He called Meredith as soon as he got back to the hotel even though he knew she wasn’t up yet.

‘Is this payback?’ she answered sleepily.

‘You want the good news or the bad news?’ said Sam.

‘Uh-oh.’

‘I got fired.’

‘What?! Why?’

‘Jamie says I’m costing BB too much money.’

‘That algorithm is genius. You’re a genius.’

‘He agrees. But evidently it’s hard on business. The publicity isn’t enough in the long run. In the long run, he says, everyone wishes I’d never invented it.’

‘Not me,’ said Meredith.

‘That’s because you’re insane,’ said Sam.

‘I’ll quit too.’

‘You’d better not.’

‘I’ll lead a mutiny. The whole marketing department will walk out. Let’s see him run this company without us.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘It’s not fair. He should promote you, not fire you.’

‘I could use some time off.’

‘Oh Sam, I’m so sorry. What can I do?’

‘Pick me up at the airport tomorrow afternoon?’


Livvie

SHE WASN’T WAITING FOR HIM AT THE AIRPORT, WHICH WAS weird. She wasn’t there when he came out of security, and she wasn’t in baggage claim, and she didn’t call him desperately from a backup on I-5 full of apology and saying she’d be there any minute. He was considering whether to be worried, hurt, or annoyed when he got a text that said, ‘Sorry and sorry. Meet me at my house, and I’ll explain.’ Sam got on the light rail and wondered about lack of tone in texts. No way to know if she was getting cold feet or preferred to date the employed or realized that absence did make the heart grow fonder, fonder than it actually felt in his actual presence. Or maybe she’d greet him naked at the door. There was only one way to tell, and though it wasn’t by rereading the text thirty-five times, that was the approach Sam tried anyway.

Meredith answered the door in sweatpants, a sweatshirt, a scarf, a hat, mittens, and what looked like several layers of socks. So the opposite of naked. She hugged him, and he felt the return of his lungs, and he held her for a little bit, just savoring, before he whispered into her hair, ‘It’s August. It’s seventy-five degrees out. Why are you dressed for January?’

‘I can’t get warm,’ she said. ‘I can’t stop shivering.’

‘Are you sick?’

She shook her head but wouldn’t look at him. ‘I’m sorry I forgot to come get you.’

‘It’s okay.’ He was puzzled, waiting.

‘Absence really does make you insane, I guess.’

‘But I’m back,’ he said brightly.

‘Not yours,’ she said. ‘My grandmother died.’

They’d not found her until several days later, which was maybe the worst part. Meredith’s grandmother Olivia – Livvie – spent winters in Florida, as any sane and able retired Seattleite would, but she spent summers at home, near her daughter, her granddaughter, a whole lifetime of friends and memories and favorite places. She had an apartment in a high-rise on First Hill where she’d lived for fifty years, where Meredith’s mother and uncle had grown up, where Meredith herself had spent the best parts of her childhood. Meredith’s own parents had decamped to Orcas Island to be – and live like – artists, and Meredith had grown up with a potter’s studio and a homestead garden, windswept beaches and old fir forests, but her heart belonged in her grandmother’s old-world urban penthouse, a retreat as far as Meredith was concerned. She moved to the city first chance she got. She and her grandmother were basically neighbors.

Meredith would go over for dinner at least one night a week, but she also often stopped by for breakfast on her way to work or met Livvie for lunch downtown or dropped in to get a skirt hemmed or deliver half a batch of whatever she’d baked or leave Livvie some soup or some cherries or a box of cookies she’d bought from somebody’s kid’s Girl Scout troop. It wasn’t that Livvie was old or infirm or too tired to manage; they just enjoyed each other’s company. But it was also not unusual for Meredith not to hear from her grandmother for a little while. They didn’t talk and visit every day. Livvie had a lot of friends, an active social life, much to do. And she was healthy but for the half pack a day. Her argument was, ‘It’s been sixty years. If it hasn’t killed me yet, maybe it’s good for me.’

It wasn’t. Meredith saw her Wednesday for dinner and all was well, and they’d made plans for brunch over the weekend. She called her grandmother Friday evening and left a message that she wanted to drop off half the enormous box of tomatoes her neighbor had brought over from his garden. It didn’t occur to her until Saturday afternoon that she hadn’t heard back and they hadn’t figured out brunch for the morning – not entirely unusual but a bit unsettling still; Livvie was a busy woman, but she had a cell phone. Meredith called again, left another message and another, but by then it was late Saturday night. She finally let herself into her grandmother’s apartment on Sunday morning.

Livvie was sitting on the sofa, reading glasses on, book in her lap, water on the coffee table undisturbed. But that was about the only aspect of the scene that was undisturbing. Meredith knew with one glance at her grandmother, knew before that even, when she opened the door to the apartment and heard no ball game on the radio, smelled no coffee or Sunday bagels, found blinds drawn and windows shut, knew before that probably, in her heart, because her grandmother was a phone call returner and a Meredith lover and a woman of her word, especially where brunch was concerned.

An ambulance came, just to be sure. Massive heart attack, they guessed. So massive she never felt it coming. So massive she didn’t take off her glasses or stumble off the couch or collapse in pain or try to call for help or even feel a little thirsty, for her water glass was still full. Too quick to have been painful, they assured her. Not too long ago, they assured her. Nothing you could have done anyway, they assured her.

At the funeral, Sam held Meredith’s hand and met her parents and other relatives and all of Livvie’s friends. Meredith introduced each deliberately and generously, for their benefit as well as Sam’s. ‘This is Naomi. She and her husband used to go dancing with my grandparents in the fifties. She and my grandmother go to the theater together a lot. Naomi is quite the dancer.’ And, ‘This is Ralph and Ella Mae. They’re my grandmother’s favorite dinner-and-a-movie companions.’ And, ‘This is Penny. She lives downstairs. She’s my grandmother’s best friend. She just lost her husband, so Grandma’s probably hanging out with Albert even as we speak.’ And then Meredith and Penny hugged and cried and rocked back and forth, and Sam waited awkwardly, hands plunged in pockets, for some way he could be helpful.

Meredith’s parents, meanwhile, looked almost as uncomfortable and out of place as Sam. Julia rubbed damp eyes with too-long sleeves pulled all the way over her clenched fists and tucked phantom strands of hair behind her ears. She looked grateful for her daughter’s social graces on this unspeakable occasion, but every time she acknowledged an introduction or tried to smile, she started crying again. Kyle sized things up and decided Meredith was holding it together better than Julia and so stayed by his wife’s side like they were a wedding cake topper. This proved to be true of Meredith’s parents though even when all was well. Kyle and Julia were Kyle-and-Julia-against-the-world. They were Pacific Northwest islanders and liked it that way. They owned a rainy, weathered ceramics studio, ran a shop out front, lived upstairs, ate from the garden they kept all around the place. They spent their days making pots and talking about art, taking wet, meandering walks along the beaches holding hands, exploring endless coves by kayak. It took a long ferry ride followed by a long drive to get them to Seattle, to which they referred unironically as the ‘Big City’. They weren’t stoners or off-gridders or even vegan or unshowered. They made beautiful art and a pretty good living besides. But they cultivated detachment, separation – from the world, from real life, from their loved ones even. They had few friends and didn’t talk to Meredith unless she called and didn’t talk to Livvie unless she called either. They loved their only child absolutely, of course. But they loved their twoness too.

In stark, stark contrast, there was Meredith’s cousin.

‘Dashiell Bentlively.’ He offered Sam his hand and toothpaste-ad smile.

‘But not really?’ Sam smiled tentatively, not wanting to offend but pretty sure that couldn’t be anyone’s real name.

‘Nope, not really’ – Dashiell winked – ‘but that’s the one I use. Even Mom admits it’s a better fit than the one she chose.’

‘I hadn’t met him yet when I picked the original,’ Meredith’s aunt Maddie shrugged.

Dashiell was Julia’s brother Jeff’s son. He and Meredith were born on the same day, so they considered themselves twins though in fact they had little in common but a birthday and a grandmother. Dashiell lived in LA, sometimes gay, sometimes straight, making money hand over hand over hand over fist somehow near Hollywood but not actually in the film industry. Meredith didn’t understand or pretend to understand or ask too many questions, but they were close anyway.

‘I guess I’m the matriarch of the family now,’ he said after the funeral.

‘What about me?’ said Julia.

‘You don’t have the legs for it,’ said Dash. He was making a good show of it, but he was a bit of a mess.

After the funeral, after everyone finally went home, Meredith’s parents crashed at her place. Uncle Jeff and Aunt Maddie went to a fancy hotel downtown, Aunt Maddie’s argument being roughly, ‘When life gets you down, order room service.’ Dashiell stayed at Livvie’s. So Meredith went home with Sam who, finally, had her all to himself, had her in his arms, had the reunion he’d flown half round the world dreaming about. It wasn’t quite the one he imagined, and he was at something of a loss – so ecstatic to be with her again, so sorry she was so sad – but he whispered love against her sea-smelling skin and made do.

‘I’m hungry,’ she said suddenly.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Weird, right?’

‘There’s nothing in the house. I’ve been away for two weeks.’

‘I remember,’ she said, smiling, and then, awed, ‘I forgot.’

Sam found a couple cans of soup to heat up and some crackers. He tried to stay sad, but he couldn’t keep the happy down, so overjoyed was he to be back with her.

‘I missed you,’ Sam admitted, an understatement and a subject change.

‘I remember,’ she said, smiling. And then, awed, ‘I forgot.’ And then, giggling in spite of everything, ‘You better remind me.’


What Livvie Would Say

IT WAS A HARD WEEK. MEREDITH AND DASH BOTH TOOK THE week off, and together with their parents, they went about packing up a life. Sam tried to be elsewhere, to give everyone space, but he was unemployed, and here, finally, was a way for him to be helpful. On Monday, Sam wrapped wineglasses in newspaper. He wrapped plates and mugs and vases and bowls and cordials and goblets. He wrapped lamps and a porcelain statue of two dancers from Livvie’s honeymoon in Paris and a ceramic duck Meredith made in the second grade. Sam became gradually covered in newsprint. He put each carefully wrapped item in a box.

Julia came into the kitchen. ‘What on earth are you thinking?’

‘I’m wrapping breakables?’

‘And putting them all in a box?’

‘Yeah?’

‘No, everything needs to go in separate boxes, double-boxed, carefully labeled. Maybe I should do this. I move ceramics for a living.’

‘Grandma wouldn’t care,’ Meredith yelled from the living room.

‘We’ll never find anything again if we just throw things willy-nilly into boxes,’ said Julia.

‘Grandma would say it’s nice to be surprised when you open up the boxes,’ Meredith shouted back.

‘I don’t know when I’m ever going to open up these boxes,’ Julia muttered. ‘I’ll never use this stuff.’

‘Grandma would say this is everyday ware. Grandma would say no point in saving the good china for a special occasion because special occasions don’t happen often enough.’

On Tuesday, they did clothes.

‘Grandma would say toss it all,’ said Dash, hands on hips, looking skeptically into her closet.

‘We should at least donate it somewhere,’ said Meredith.

‘To the Old Ladies’ Salvation Army?’

Julia squeezed between them and took a much worn orange cardigan off a hook on the back of the door, slipped it on, and walked away.

On Wednesday, they did paperwork.

‘Grandma would say toss it all,’ Dash said again, but instead Sam made sandwiches and popcorn while everyone else sat around on the floor and sorted a million pieces of paper into a semblance of organization: personal letters versus business correspondence, old bills versus outstanding ones, accounting records, trash.

‘It’ll be so different when we go,’ said Meredith. ‘No one writes me letters on paper. I don’t get paper bills or bank statements or tax records. My grandkids can just highlight my whole e-mail account and press delete, and that’ll be the end of it.’

She came across a green flyer she folded up and stashed in her pocket. Later, she came across a blue one and a pink one and stashed those, too. In the kitchen with Sam, she surreptitiously stuffed them in the recycling bin.

‘What are those?’ Sam asked.

‘Flyers for a ceramics guy at my grandmother’s farmers’ market in Florida. She was always on my mom to build a website like Peter the Potter and take custom orders like Peter the Potter and make garden gnomes like Peter the Potter. She thought he must be rich because there was always a huge line of old people waiting to buy his stuff. My mom thinks he’s a hack. It drove her nuts. I just thought I’d spare her the annoyance.’

Julia walked into the kitchen, fished the flyers out of the recycling bin, and smoothed them on the counter.

Meredith raised her eyebrows at her mother. ‘I thought making ceramic gnomes was undignified and small?’

‘Right, small. So I was thinking elves.’ Julia managed a little smile to accompany her little joke.

‘You’re keeping flyers for sentimental value?’ Meredith wondered.

‘Nagging from the great beyond,’ said Julia. ‘Best kind.’

On Thursday, everyone needed a break. Uncle Jeff and Aunt Maddie took Kyle and Julia for a fancy lunch at their fancy hotel. Dash and Meredith – secretly, guiltily thrilled – went through Livvie’s jewelry.

‘Grandma would say toss it all,’ declared Meredith giddily from the center of the bed surrounded by piles of pearls, gold chains, pewter charms, fake and real diamond necklaces, jade bracelets, and giant rings. Some of it was valuable. Most of it was not. Some of it was gorgeous. Most of it was not. She was wearing three strands of pearls (white, pink, and mother-of), two gold necklaces (one with a locket that wouldn’t open, one with a poodle charm from when Livvie’d owned a dog – before Meredith’s time), a newly paired pair
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