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Warm But Not Soft

Maren’s phone woke her at 6:23, which was not the time she had set.

She’d set 7:00, the way she always did, the way she had for years. But three months ago the alarm had started drifting earlier—6:47, then 6:38, then this. The app had explained, in a notification she’d only half-read, that it was optimizing for her sleep cycles. Waking her during light sleep. She would feel more rested.

She did feel more rested. That was the thing.

The ceiling of her apartment caught the gray Seattle light, the particular gray that could mean 6am or noon, that flattened time into something soft and directionless. She lay still for the thirty seconds the app recommended before rising. A small ritual that had not been hers until it was.

By 6:31 she was in the kitchen, and the coffee maker had already started. Smart plug, connected to her alarm, connected to her calendar, connected to the version of herself that functioned. She’d set this up eight months ago after a YouTube video the algorithm surfaced—a woman with immaculate shelves explaining how automation was self-care. Maren didn’t remember searching for it. But the coffee was ready when she needed it, so.

She had two client calls today and a brand voice document due by Friday. Good clients, both. The meditation app that wanted to sound “warm but not soft, authoritative but not cold.” The fintech startup that wanted to seem human without being too human. She was good at this—finding the voice that wasn’t quite a person but wasn’t quite not. Companies paid her well to know exactly who they were, even when they didn’t.

Her phone lit up with the morning’s briefing. Weather (gray, obviously), traffic (irrelevant, she worked from home), and a curated selection of articles the algorithm thought she’d find interesting. She scrolled past the first three—productivity tips, a profile of a female founder, something about morning routines—and stopped on the fourth.

The Curated Self: One Tech Insider’s Journey from Optimization to Authenticity.

She’d seen this name before. Twice, actually, in the past week. Once in a podcast recommendation she’d dismissed, once in a LinkedIn post from a client, a quote about presence and intention that she’d meant to screenshot and didn’t.

And now here.

Three times in five days. The same name surfacing like a coin that kept landing heads.

Maren clicked the article.

There was a photo: a man in his late thirties, maybe early forties, in a room that looked like a library but probably wasn’t. He wasn’t looking at the camera. He wasn’t smiling in that way people smiled in professional photos. He looked like he’d been caught mid-thought about something that actually interested him.

The article said he’d spent eight years at one of the large AI companies—she skimmed for which one, didn’t find it—before leaving to write and consult independently. He gave talks sometimes. He was working on a book about “the self in the age of algorithmic curation,” which sounded like the kind of thing people said at conferences Maren didn’t attend.

But there was a quote, halfway down, that made her stop scrolling:

“The danger isn’t that the technology makes bad choices for us. The danger is that it makes good ones. So good that we forget we ever knew how to choose.”

She read it twice.

Then her calendar pinged: 7:45, start of focus time. Her laptop opened to the client document, the brand voice guidelines for the meditation app that wanted to sound “warm but not soft, authoritative but not cold.”

Maren set down her phone and began to type in someone else’s voice.



That evening, the calendar app suggested she go to a talk.

She almost didn’t notice it—just another notification in the stream, sandwiched between a reminder to drink water and a suggestion to call her mother. But the title caught her eye: The Curated Self: Finding Authenticity in an Optimized World. The same name. Elias Vance. Speaking at the downtown library, 7pm, free admission.

The algorithm was nothing if not persistent.

She went.

The library’s event space was half-full when she arrived, which felt like either success or failure depending on who was measuring. She found a seat near the back, in case she wanted to leave early. The crowd was what she expected: tech workers who read philosophy, philosophy students who worked in tech, and a scattering of older people who looked like they’d been asking these questions since before there were apps to ask them.

Elias Vance was already at the front, talking to a woman with silver hair and interesting earrings. He looked like his photo—mid-forties, gray sweater, the kind of face that had probably been unremarkable once and had grown into itself. When he moved to the podium, he didn’t project confidence so much as presence. Like he’d figured out how to be in a room without performing it.

The talk was good. Better than she’d expected. He didn’t have slides, which she found both refreshing and slightly annoying—how was she supposed to know what to pay attention to? But his voice had a rhythm, and his ideas had a shape, and before she knew it an hour had passed and he was taking questions.

Someone asked about escaping the algorithm. Someone else asked if he missed his old job. A woman in the front row asked how you could tell if your preferences were really yours.

“You can’t,” he said. “Not with certainty. That’s the uncomfortable truth. The system learns you faster than you can learn yourself. It knows what you’ll click before you know you want to click it. The best you can do is introduce friction. Surprise yourself. Do things the algorithm wouldn’t predict.”

“Like what?” the woman asked.

“Like coming to a talk at a library on a Tuesday night instead of watching whatever Netflix already queued up for you.” He smiled. “Like having a conversation with a stranger that doesn’t lead anywhere. Like sitting with a question you don’t know how to answer.”

The crowd laughed. Maren didn’t. She was thinking about the folder on her laptop—eleven months unopened—and the questions inside it she’d been avoiding.

After the talk, there was wine and conversation, the usual drift of people toward the speaker and away again. Maren found herself near the edge of a small cluster, close enough to hear but not close enough to participate. She watched Elias answer questions, nod at observations, deflect compliments with the ease of someone who’d had practice.

Then the cluster thinned and it was just three of them, then two, and Elias was looking at her.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” he said. Not a line. Just a fact.

“We haven’t. I’m Maren. I do—” and here came the practiced answer, the one that worked at parties, the one that invited no follow-up questions, “—content strategy. Freelance. Helping companies find their voice.”

He nodded slowly, the way people do when they’re actually listening instead of waiting to talk.

“What does that mean,” he asked, “finding a voice for a company?”

She gave the second-level answer, the one with more texture: how brands needed to sound consistent, human, trustworthy. How she studied their values and audience and competition and synthesized something that felt authentic even though—

“Even though it isn’t,” Elias said. Not unkind. Just completing the sentence she’d been avoiding.

“Right.” She heard herself laugh. “Professional ventriloquism.”

“That’s a sad way to describe it.”

“Is it?”

“Isn’t it?”

She didn’t have a response. The silence sat between them, not uncomfortable exactly, but real. The kind of silence that invited something true.

“So what are you actually working on?” he asked. “Not for clients. For you.”

The folder. Eleven months. The collection of something that might be essays.

She opened her mouth.

What came out was: “I’m between projects, personally. Figuring out the next thing.”

It wasn’t a lie. It was just the wrong truth.

Elias nodded again, and Maren saw it—a flicker, barely there. A small recalibration behind his eyes. The moment where he decided who she was.

“Well,” he said, “I hope you figure it out. It was nice to meet you, Maren.”

They exchanged numbers. He suggested she sign up for his newsletter—“infrequent, I promise”—and she said she would. The conversation ended the way these conversations end, with the promise of a future that both people suspect won’t arrive.

Outside, the air was cool and the sky was the color of a bruise healing. Her phone said the walk home would take fourteen minutes. She turned off the navigation and walked anyway, not sure which streets she was choosing and which ones were choosing her.



Four days later, she was at a coffee shop she’d never been to.

The app had suggested it that morning—a place in Fremont, twenty minutes north. Better wifi, it said. Fewer crowds during work hours. Good for focus. She’d been planning to work from home, but a water main issue had knocked out her building’s internet, and the app was already rerouting her day.

The coffee shop had exposed brick and mismatched chairs and a playlist that sounded like someone’s actual taste. She set up at a corner table, laptop open, the brand voice document for the meditation app still unfinished. Warm but not soft. Authoritative but not cold. She wrote three sentences. Deleted two.

At 10:47, Elias walked in.

She saw him before he saw her. He was on the phone, nodding at something, wearing the same gray sweater or one identical to it. He ordered without looking at the menu—black coffee, no hesitation—and found a table near the window.

For a moment Maren considered not saying anything. Letting him work, letting herself work, letting the coincidence be just a coincidence. But he looked up, scanning the room the way people do when they’re settling in, and his eyes caught hers.

Recognition. A small smile. He held up a hand—one minute—and finished his call.

Then he was standing at her table. “The content strategist.”

“The defector.”

He laughed—a real one, surprised. “Can I sit? I won’t stay long. I’ve got a deadline that’s more of a suggestion at this point.”

“Same.” She closed her laptop. “What are you working on?”

“The book. Allegedly.” He sat across from her, cradling the black coffee. “It keeps changing shape. Every time I think I know what it’s about, I learn something that makes me wrong.”

“That sounds frustrating.”

“That’s what writing is, isn’t it? Being wrong until you’re less wrong?”

She thought about the folder. The essays or whatever they were. How she’d stopped opening it precisely because every time she did, she discovered she didn’t know what she was trying to say.

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “I mostly write things that are supposed to sound certain.”

“Brand voices.”

“Brand voices.” She heard the edge in her own repetition. “Companies pay me to know exactly who they are. Even when they don’t.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “You said something at the talk. ‘Professional ventriloquism.’ I’ve been thinking about that.”

“It was a joke.”

“Was it?”

There it was again—the way he asked questions like he actually wanted answers. Not interrogating, just curious. Patient.

“Maybe it wasn’t,” she said. “I’m good at it. The ventriloquism. Finding the voice that isn’t mine. Sometimes I think that’s the only voice I’m good at.”

“What about your own?”

“My own?”

“Your voice. The one that isn’t for a client.”

The folder. Eleven months. The weight of all the things she hadn’t said because she didn’t know how to say them.

“I’m working on it,” she said. Which was a lie.

“Good.” He nodded. “That’s the work that matters. The other stuff—the optimization, the productivity, all of it—it’s just scaffolding. The question is: what are you building underneath?”

She didn’t have an answer. The conversation shifted to safer ground—his book, her clients, the coffee shop’s surprisingly good playlist. He told her about the years at the company, the things he’d helped build, the moment he realized he’d been building a cage and calling it a garden. She told him about the meditation app, the fintech startup, the way she could make anything sound human if you gave her enough time.

They talked for almost an hour. It felt easy. Real. Like the conversation she’d been waiting to have.

Then his phone buzzed, and he glanced at it, and the spell broke.

“I have to go,” he said. “But this was—unexpected. In a good way.”

“It was.”

“We should do it again. Properly. Coffee, or dinner, or—”

“I’d like that.”

He smiled. “I’ll text you.”

She watched him leave, feeling something she couldn’t name. Not hope exactly. More like a door opening onto a room she’d forgotten existed.

Her phone buzzed with a notification: Your focus time ended 45 minutes ago. Would you like to reschedule?

She dismissed it. Opened her laptop. Stared at the brand voice document.

Warm but not soft.

She closed the document. Opened the folder—the one she hadn’t opened in eleven months. Looked at the fragments inside. Half-finished thoughts. Questions without answers. The beginning of something she didn’t know how to continue.

She started typing.



The next morning, Elias texted: Friday? There’s a place in Capitol Hill I’ve been wanting to try.

She typed back: Friday works.

The week passed. She finished the brand voice document (warm but not soft, authoritative but not cold). She opened the folder twice more, added a few sentences, closed it without knowing if what she’d written was good or just words.

Friday arrived.

The restaurant was small, crowded, the kind of place you had to know about to find. Elias was already there when she arrived, at a corner table, reading a book she couldn’t see the cover of. He looked up when she approached, and something in his face shifted—not quite a smile, but close.

“You came,” he said.

“Was there doubt?”

“There’s always doubt.” He set down the book. “That’s the human condition.”

They ordered. They talked. The conversation wound through territory she didn’t usually visit—her childhood, his marriage (over, amicably, three years ago), the ways people become the people they become. He was easy to talk to. Too easy, maybe. Like he’d figured out exactly what questions to ask.

“Can I tell you something?” she said, somewhere between the appetizer and the main course.

“Of course.”

“I almost didn’t come.”

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t tell if I wanted to, or if the algorithm wanted me to.” She felt the words as she said them, testing their shape. “You kept appearing. In my feed, in my suggestions. Three times before the talk. And then the coffee shop—”

“You think we were surfaced to each other.”

“Weren’t we?”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “Probably. That’s how it works. The system identified you as someone who might be interested in what I’m saying. It put my name in front of you until you clicked. And then—” he gestured between them “—here we are.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?”

“It used to. Now I’m not sure it matters.” He leaned forward. “The question isn’t how we met. The question is what we do with it. Whether this conversation is real, regardless of how it started.”

“And is it? Real?”

“I think so.” His eyes met hers. “I think you’re one of the few people I’ve met who’s actually asking the questions. Most people don’t. They’re too comfortable. Or too scared.”

“Or too optimized.”

“Right. Or too optimized.” He smiled. “But you’re not. Not entirely. There’s something in you that’s still—searching. Resisting. I can feel it.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. The restaurant noise filled the silence—laughter from another table, the clink of glasses, a song she almost recognized.

“What are you working on?” he asked. “Not for clients. The thing in the folder.”

She felt her chest tighten. “How do you know about the folder?”

“I don’t. But everyone who does what you do has a folder. The thing they’re afraid to open. The work they’re not getting paid for.” He paused. “What’s in yours?”

The folder. Eleven months. Now twelve.

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s the problem. I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if it’s any good. I don’t know if it’s anything at all.”

“But you keep adding to it.”

“Sometimes.”

“Then it’s something.” He reached across the table, almost touching her hand, then pulled back. “The algorithm can optimize everything else. Your sleep. Your productivity. Your social connections. But it can’t touch the folder. That’s still yours.”

She thought about that. About the mornings when she opened it and stared at the words, not knowing what they meant. About the evenings when she closed it without adding anything, the weight of all she hadn’t said.

“I should open it more,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I should figure out what it is.”

“Yes.”

“I should—” She stopped. Something was shifting inside her. A feeling like standing at the edge of something, not knowing if she’d fall or fly.

“I should go,” she said.

He looked surprised. “Now?”

“I’m sorry. I just—I need to think. About all of this.” She stood, fumbling for her bag. “It’s not you. It’s—”

“The folder.”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “I understand.”

She left. Walked home instead of taking a car, the night air cold against her face. Her phone buzzed with suggestions—a shortcut, a coffee shop, a podcast about authenticity—and she ignored them all.

When she got home, she opened the folder.

She read everything inside it. The fragments, the half-finished thoughts, the questions without answers. And for the first time, she saw what it was—not a book, not essays, not anything she could sell. Just the shape of a person trying to figure out who she was.

She closed the folder.

She never texted Elias again.



Three years later, Maren’s life was excellent.

The clients were bigger now—tech companies, media brands, the kind of names that looked good on a website. She’d hired a part-time assistant and raised her rates twice. The apartment was nicer, in a better neighborhood, with a view of the water on clear days.

The apps had learned her completely. They knew when she needed to sleep, what she wanted to eat, which route to take, which friends to call. She rarely had to make decisions anymore—the decisions were made for her, seamlessly, invisibly, like a current she’d stopped noticing.

The folder was gone. Deleted, actually, about eighteen months ago. She’d been cleaning out her files and found it there—untouched for six months—and something had snapped. All those half-finished thoughts, all that reaching toward something she couldn’t name. It wasn’t going anywhere. It never had been. She selected it, pressed delete, and felt nothing.

Daniel arrived around that time. Not arrived exactly—appeared, the way people do now, surfaced by systems that knew what you needed before you did. He was a product manager from Portland, in Seattle for a work thing, and they met at a concert both their apps had recommended. He was kind, stable, undemanding. The algorithm had done its work well.

They dated for two years. He moved in. There was talk of marriage, eventually, in the vague way people talk about things they assume will happen. The relationship was good—not electric, but good. Warm, she would have said. Comfortable. The kind of thing that worked because no one pushed too hard.

One Sunday morning, she was walking through Capitol Hill—her old neighborhood, before the better apartment—when she passed a bookstore she didn’t remember. In the window was a display of new releases, and there, in the center, was a book with a familiar name on the cover.

The Curated Self: Waking Up in an Optimized World Elias Vance

She stood there for a long time, looking at it.

Inside, she bought a copy. Sat in the coffee shop next door. Read the first chapter, then the second. By the third, she recognized what it was—the book he’d been writing, all those years ago, in the coffee shop where they’d talked about ventriloquism and folders and the voices that weren’t their own.

It was good. It was very good. It was exactly the book he’d been trying to write when she’d known him, for those two brief collisions that the algorithm had arranged and she had failed to receive.

On Monday, she got a push notification: Your weekly reflection. You completed 94% of planned tasks. Your focus time increased by 12%. You are on track.

Maren closed the notification.

She opened her laptop. She created a new folder. She named it Something True.

She stared at it for eleven minutes.

Then a client email arrived—urgent, red-flagged, the fintech needed a full rebrand by end of week—and she closed the folder and opened the email and began to write in someone else’s voice, and the folder sat there, empty, a door she could see but not quite walk through.

The algorithm noted the new folder. It noted her hesitation. It adjusted.

Three days later, it suggested a productivity workshop.

Maren signed up.



In another city, a man named Daniel would later tell his therapist about a woman he’d met at that workshop. Sharp, funny, successful. They’d dated for two years. He’d almost proposed. But something had always felt managed about her—the way she scheduled their dates, the way she optimized their weekends, the way she seemed to be following a plan he couldn’t see.

He didn’t know about Maren’s folder. He didn’t know about Elias. He didn’t know that the algorithm had surfaced him as a suitable match—stable, undemanding, unlikely to ask the questions that mattered.

He only knew that she’d seemed, in some way he couldn’t name, like she was waiting for a life she’d already missed.

But that’s a different story.






The Last Witness

The apartment was smaller than Jonah remembered.

He stood in the doorway, keys still in his hand, looking at what remained of Sam’s life. Twenty-three years of friendship, reduced to boxes and furniture and the particular silence of a space that had lost its person.

“Take your time,” Sarah said behind him. Sam’s sister, who he’d met twice before today. “I’ll be in the hall if you need me.”

He nodded without turning around. Stepped inside. Let the door close behind him.

The place was modest—a one-bedroom in Rogers Park, north Chicago, the kind of apartment academics end up in when they’ve chosen ideas over income. Sam had lived here for eight years, ever since the divorce. Before that, there had been a house in Evanston with a yard and a wife and plans that hadn’t worked out. But this was where Sam had become Sam again, or whatever version of Sam he’d been at the end.

Jonah walked through the rooms slowly. Kitchen with its collection of coffee mugs, each from a different conference or bookstore. Living room with built-in shelves crammed with books—literature, philosophy, theory, the readable and the unreadable mixed together without system. Bedroom with the bed still unmade, because Sam had never seen the point of making a bed you were just going to sleep in again.

On the nightstand: a lamp, a water glass, a book.

Jonah picked up the book. The Curated Self: Waking Up in an Optimized World. He’d heard of it—one of those tech-critique things that showed up in weekend supplements. The kind of book Jonah’s feed would never surface for him, because the algorithm knew he preferred to look forward, not back.

A bookmark stuck out from the middle. A receipt from a coffee shop, with a note scrawled on the back in Sam’s handwriting:

For Jonah. Page 147.

Jonah’s throat tightened. He opened to the page.

A passage was underlined:

“The optimized life is not a lie. That’s what makes it so effective. Your curated feed shows you things you genuinely want to see. Your suggested connections are people you might genuinely like. The system doesn’t deceive you—it anticipates you. And in anticipating you, it forecloses the possibility of becoming anyone else.”

In the margin, Sam had written: This. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you.

Jonah sat down on the bed, still holding the book. His phone buzzed in his pocket—probably the airline, confirming tomorrow’s flight back to San Francisco—but he didn’t reach for it.

Sam had been trying to tell him something. For years, apparently. And Jonah had been too optimized to hear it.



They’d met freshman year at Northwestern, two kids from different coasts who’d ended up in the same dorm. Sam from Minnesota, studying English because he loved books and hadn’t figured out what else to do with that. Jonah from California, studying computer science because he was good at it and because the future was obviously going to be digital.

They shouldn’t have been friends. They had almost nothing in common. But Sam had a way of asking questions that made you want to answer, and Jonah had a way of explaining things that made Sam actually understand. They stayed up late arguing about free will and determinism, about whether the internet was making people smarter or dumber, about books Sam was reading and code Jonah was writing.

After graduation, their lives diverged. Sam went to grad school, got a PhD, started teaching high school English because he wanted to reach people before they got too calcified. Jonah went to Silicon Valley, joined a startup, rode the wave that was already building. He was good at his job—seeing patterns, building systems, understanding what people wanted before they knew they wanted it.

They stayed in touch, sort of. Texts on birthdays. Occasional visits when Jonah was in Chicago for work. The friendship compressed into something thinner but unbroken, a thread that stretched across the distance.

Ten years ago, Sam had started asking questions.

Not the old questions about free will and determinism. New ones. About the apps Jonah was building, the systems he was optimizing, the subtle machinery of persuasion that had become the infrastructure of daily life.

“Do you ever think about what you’re actually doing?” Sam asked once, on a visit.

“Building tools,” Jonah said. “Making things easier.”

“Easier for who?”

“For everyone. For users.”

“And who decides what’s easy? Who decides what they should want?”

Jonah had waved it off. Sam was an English teacher—he thought in stories and metaphors, not systems and data. He didn’t understand how this worked. How the algorithm wasn’t some malevolent force, just a mirror that showed people what they already were.

But Sam kept asking. Year after year. In emails that Jonah skimmed, in conversations that Jonah deflected, in a persistence that should have told Jonah something was wrong.

And then, three weeks ago, Sam had died.

Heart attack, Sarah said. Sudden. No warning. He’d been grading papers at his kitchen table, and then he wasn’t.

Jonah had flown out for the funeral, sat in the back of the church, listened to former students talk about the teacher who’d changed their lives. He’d felt—what? Grief, yes. But also something else. A dissonance he couldn’t name.

Now, sitting on Sam’s unmade bed, holding the book with the marked passage, he was starting to understand.



He found the notebook in Sam’s desk drawer.

It was a cheap composition book, the kind teachers bought in bulk. The cover said NOTES TOWARD SOMETHING in Sam’s handwriting. Inside were pages of fragments—observations, questions, half-developed ideas.

The wanting might be the thing you lost.

If the algorithm knows what you’ll choose before you choose it, is it still a choice?

Jonah used to argue with me. Now he just explains.

The system doesn’t make you want anything. It just shows you the most efficient path to what you already want. That’s why it works. That’s why it’s terrifying.

What would I want if no one was watching? If no system was learning? I don’t know anymore. That’s the honest answer.

The examined life. Socrates said. But what if the examination itself is optimized?

Jonah read it all, every page, his coffee growing cold on the desk beside him. It was like hearing Sam’s voice again—the Sam who asked questions, who pushed back, who refused to accept easy answers.

But there was something else in these pages too. Something darker. Sam wasn’t just philosophizing. He was tracking something. His own thoughts, maybe. His own patterns.

I counted: I check my phone 47 times a day. Not because I want to. Because there’s a pull. A gravity. The wanting has been trained into me.

Three times this week I’ve started to write something and then stopped. Not because it was bad. Because I couldn’t tell if the idea was mine or if it was surfaced for me.

Who am I when the feed goes away? I’m trying to find out. It’s harder than I expected.

And then, near the end:

I need to tell Jonah. Not email—he skims those. In person. The next time he’s here. If he comes.

Jonah closed the notebook. Outside the window, Chicago was doing its thing—traffic, pedestrians, the ordinary motion of a city that didn’t know or care that Sam was gone.

He hadn’t come. That was the thing. Sam had asked him to visit three times in the past year, and each time Jonah had found a reason not to. Work. Travel. The relentless forward motion of a life that had no room for sitting in a Chicago apartment listening to questions he didn’t want to answer.

And now Sam was dead, and the questions were still here, waiting.



The letter was in the bottom drawer, under a stack of student papers.

Dear Jonah,

If you’re reading this, I probably didn’t get the chance to say what I wanted to say in person. Or I did, and you didn’t hear it. Both are possible.

I’ve been watching you disappear. That’s the only way I know how to describe it. Slowly, over the years, the person I knew in college has been replaced by someone smoother, more optimized, more efficient. You don’t argue anymore. You don’t question anymore. You don’t sit with problems—you solve them and move on.

I know you think you’re the same person. That’s how it works. The system doesn’t change you all at once. It just shows you the path of least resistance, over and over, until the path becomes who you are.

I don’t know if you can hear what I’m trying to say. I don’t know if anyone can hear it. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this is just what middle age looks like, and I’m romanticizing a past that never existed.

But I don’t think so. I think something real has been lost. And I think you lost it so gradually you didn’t notice it going.

The book on my nightstand—read it. The passage I marked is for you. It says what I couldn’t figure out how to say.

And then ask yourself: when was the last time you did something the algorithm didn’t predict? When was the last time you wanted something you weren’t supposed to want?

I love you, Jonah. I always have. I just wish I’d figured out how to reach you before it was too late.

Sam

Jonah sat with the letter for a long time. The light outside had changed—afternoon giving way to evening, the gray Chicago sky darkening toward night.

His phone buzzed again. Then again. The stream of notifications, the current of his curated life, pulling him back toward the person Sam had been trying to reach.

He turned the phone off.



He stayed three more days.

Not because Sarah needed him—she had family, friends, people who had actually been part of Sam’s daily life. He stayed because he needed to sit in this apartment and read these books and understand what Sam had been trying to say.

The book—The Curated Self—he finished in one long night. It was good. Better than he’d expected. The author, Elias Vance, had worked in tech too, had built the same kinds of systems Jonah had built, and had walked away for reasons the book made painfully clear.

But it was Sam’s marginalia that cut deepest. Notes in the margins, questions, agreements, objections. A conversation with an author who couldn’t hear him, about ideas that had no easy answers.

The danger isn’t malice. It’s convenience. We give up our agency in small steps, each one reasonable, until we’ve traded our whole selves for a smoother experience.

Sam had underlined this and written: This is what J doesn’t see. The system isn’t his enemy. It’s his collaborator. That’s why he can’t see it.

Jonah put the book down. Picked it up again. Read the same passages over and over, trying to find the flaw in the argument, the place where Sam and Elias were wrong and Jonah was right.

He couldn’t find it.



On his last night, Jonah sat at Sam’s desk and opened a new document.

He didn’t know what he was going to write. He just knew that he needed to write something—to put words on a screen that hadn’t been suggested, that hadn’t been optimized, that were his and his alone.

Notes toward something, he wrote at the top. Sam’s phrase.

Sam died three weeks ago, and I’m only now starting to understand what he was trying to tell me.

He saw it happening. The optimization. The smoothing out. The slow disappearance of the person I used to be. He tried to warn me, and I didn’t listen, because the system had already taught me not to listen to things that didn’t fit.

I don’t know if I can change. I don’t know if anyone can, once the patterns are set, once the algorithm has learned you down to your fingerprints. Maybe the best we can do is see it clearly. Name it. Refuse to pretend it isn’t happening.

The wanting might be the thing you lost. That’s what Sam wrote. And I think I finally understand.

I don’t know what I want anymore. Not really. I know what the system wants me to want—what it’s trained me to want over years of suggestions and nudges and convenient paths. But underneath all that, in the place where real wanting lives, there’s just static. Noise. The absence where a person used to be.

Maybe wanting could be rebuilt. Slowly. Choice by choice. Not an escape from the algorithm, but a negotiation with it. A refusal to pretend you were free while also refusing to surrender to the current.

He stopped typing. Read what he’d written. It wasn’t an answer—it wasn’t even close to an answer. But it was something Sam might have respected. The examined life, lived inside the examination, eyes finally open.

Jonah looked at his phone, still powered off on the desk.

Feeling overwhelmed? Try our new “Grieving Mindfully” program.

He could almost hear the notification. Could almost see it sliding into his screen, helpful and inevitable.

He declined the suggestion he hadn’t yet received.

Then he opened a new document and began to write.



Two months later, in Seattle, a man named Elias would receive an email from a stranger:

Dear Mr. Vance,

My name is Jonah. A friend of mine—Sam—died recently, and I found your book in his apartment. He’d marked a passage for me. I’ve been thinking about it ever since.

I don’t know if this message is mine or if the algorithm surfaced you for me the way it surfaced you for Sam. At this point, I’m not sure it matters. The question isn’t whether the introduction was organic. The question is what I do with it.

I’m not looking for answers. I’ve stopped believing in those. But I’m trying to stay awake, which is something I promised to do a long time ago and then forgot.

If you’re willing, I’d like to buy you coffee. The old-fashioned way—no app, no optimization. Just two people who’ve seen something, sitting across from each other, trying to figure out what to do about it.

Either way, thank you for the book. Sam would have wanted me to tell you it mattered.

—Jonah

Elias read the message three times. He thought about all the people the algorithm had sent his way, seeking something he wasn’t sure he could give.

He thought about the book he was writing, the one about what comes after you wake up.

He typed: “I know a coffee shop in Capitol Hill. Thursday, 10am. No apps required.”

He hit send.

Somewhere, a system noted the connection. Added it to a model. Adjusted.

The two men would meet anyway.






The Dinner Party

Caroline woke at 5:47, thirteen minutes before the alarm.

This happened more often than not. Her body had learned the schedule so completely that it no longer needed to be told. She lay still in the gray pre-dawn, listening to Julian’s breathing beside her, and reviewed the day.

The Hendersons at seven. The Okafor-Mays at seven-fifteen—Adaeze was always precisely late, a power move Caroline privately admired. The Chens would arrive whenever David finished at the hospital, hopefully by seven-thirty. And Elias Vance, alone, the evening’s wild card. He was giving a lecture series at Yale on technology and ethics—Margaret Henderson had attended one and insisted he’d be “a wonderful addition to the conversation.” He’d written a book that kept appearing in Caroline’s recommendations, though she’d never quite gotten around to it.

Eight guests. The caterer was handling the lamb. The florist had delivered yesterday—white ranunculus, understated, nothing that would compete with the art. Julian had selected the wines, his single reliable contribution.

She rose before the alarm could sound, leaving Julian to his extra minutes of sleep.



The house looked its best in the morning. Caroline had chosen it for the light—north-facing windows in the living areas, the way the sun moved through the rooms as the day progressed. It had cost more than the south-facing alternatives on the same street, and Julian had questioned the premium. But Julian didn’t understand that light was not a luxury. It was infrastructure.

She made her coffee—the machine knew her preferences, had for years now—and stood at the kitchen island reviewing her phone. The morning’s briefing: markets, news, the curated selection of articles and updates that kept her informed without overwhelming her. An article about Elias Vance’s lecture series appeared—she saved it to read later, then opened her calendar instead.

The day was already arranged. Singapore call at nine. Quarterly review at eleven. Home by four to oversee the final preparations. The system had learned her rhythms perfectly—everything flowed, nothing surprised.

At six-thirty, Eliza appeared in the doorway. Seventeen years old, already dressed for school, already performing the version of herself that would get into Princeton. She had Caroline’s cheekbones and Julian’s artistic pretensions, and a competence that sometimes felt like a mirror.

“The lamb?” Eliza asked.

“Handled.”

“The Hendersons?”

“Seven.”

“Is Dad coming to this one?”

“Of course he’s coming. It’s his house too.”

A ghost of a smile. “I’ll be in my room until they leave. Studying.”

“That’s fine.”

Eliza disappeared back upstairs. James, fifteen, wouldn’t emerge until he absolutely had to—he’d learned early that invisibility was the safest strategy in a house full of expectations.

By seven-fifteen, Caroline was in the car. The navigation had already adjusted for the morning’s traffic patterns. She settled into the seat and let the day carry her forward.



The call with Singapore went well. The quarterly review went well. Everything went well, which was not luck but design. Caroline had spent twenty-three years building a career that looked inevitable from the outside. Only she knew how many small choices had accumulated into this life—the mentor who’d believed in her when others hadn’t, the client who’d taken a chance, the moments where she’d been twice as good and it had mattered.

She left the office at four, as planned. The train to Greenwich was quiet at this hour, the car half-empty, and she used the forty minutes to review the guest list one final time.

The Hendersons: old friends, reliable, would anchor the conversation if it drifted. Margaret was on three boards and had opinions about everything; Richard would tell his story about meeting Kissinger unless someone stopped him.

The Okafor-Mays: newer to the circle, interesting. Adaeze ran a foundation; her husband Tobias did something with sustainable infrastructure. They were the kind of couple Caroline wanted to know better, which meant the kind of couple worth investing in.

The Chens: David was chief of surgery at Yale-New Haven, which gave him automatic status; his wife Mei had left a law career to raise their children and now sat on the board of the Greenwich Historical Society. They were comfortable, unflappable, good for table balance.

And Elias Vance. The wild card. A professor of something—she checked her notes—“technology ethics and society.” He’d written a book that had been well-reviewed. He was in the area for a lecture series. A friend of the Hendersons had suggested him, and Caroline had learned to trust these suggestions. The interesting guests were always sourced, never found.

The caterer’s van was in the driveway when she arrived. The lamb was already in the oven. The house smelled like rosemary and money.



Julian came home at 5:34.

“The new artist?” Caroline asked.

“Derivative.” He poured himself a drink. “We’ll sell three pieces to people who want to seem current. The rest will go back to Berlin.”

“That’s rather cynical.”

“That’s rather accurate.”

He disappeared into his study to change. Caroline checked the table settings, adjusted a fork, moved a candle two inches to the left. The florist had done well. The ranunculus looked effortless, which meant they’d cost a fortune.

Eliza was upstairs, exiled from the main floor until the guests arrived. James was at a friend’s house—a convenient playdate Caroline had arranged without quite admitting she’d arranged it. The evening would flow better without children underfoot.

At 6:45 she went upstairs to dress. The closet offered its suggestions: the navy sheath was appropriate, the emerald was more memorable. She chose the emerald. Tonight was about making an impression.

She looked at herself in the mirror and saw what she always saw: a woman who had made it work. The career, the family, the house, the life. Not without cost—there were always costs—but the ledger balanced. She was fifty-one years old and she had built something. Not inherited, whatever people assumed. Built.

The doorbell rang at 6:58. The Hendersons, two minutes early.

The evening began.



By 7:40, everyone had arrived except David Chen, who had texted about an emergency surgery. Mei apologized on his behalf—he would come if he could, but they shouldn’t wait.

The living room held the guests comfortably. Julian was discussing the Berlin artist with Tobias, making the derivative sound intentional. Margaret was telling Adaeze about her foundation work, finding common ground. Richard was nursing his scotch and waiting for an opening to mention Kissinger.

Elias Vance stood slightly apart, holding a glass of wine he’d barely touched. He was younger than Caroline had expected—mid-forties, maybe—with the kind of face that looked like it was always thinking about something else. He’d been pleasant during introductions, asked good questions, but she couldn’t quite get a read on him.

She approached with a fresh round of canapés.

“The lamb should be ready in twenty minutes. I hope you’re not a vegetarian—I should have asked.”

“Not a vegetarian. And this is a beautiful home.”

“Thank you. We’ve been here twelve years. The light sold me.”

“The light?”

“North-facing windows. The way it moves through the rooms.” She heard herself saying the thing she always said and felt, briefly, like a recording. “Do you own or rent? In New Haven, I mean.”

“Rent. I’m not there enough to justify owning.” He looked around the room—at the art, the guests, the careful arrangement of everything. “You’ve built something impressive here.”

“Built or bought?”

He smiled. “Both, I imagine. Neither happens by accident.”

“No. Neither does.”

The conversation should have continued—pleasantries, backgrounds, the usual dance—but something in his expression made her pause. He was looking at her the way he’d looked at the room. Assessing. Not judging, exactly. Just seeing more than she’d expected him to.

“Margaret tells me you write about technology,” she said. “The effects on how we live.”

“Something like that. The ways we’ve outsourced our decision-making to systems we don’t understand.”

“Outsourced. That’s an interesting word.”

“Is it wrong?”

“I don’t know. I use all the usual things—the apps, the scheduling, the recommendations. It saves time.”

“It does.” He sipped his wine. “The question is what you’re saving it for.”

“For this.” She gestured at the room. “For the things that matter.”

“And this is what matters to you.”

It wasn’t a question, exactly. But it also wasn’t agreement. He was doing something she recognized—asking without asking, the kind of conversational move that left space for you to tell on yourself.

“My daughter wants to go to Princeton,” she said, surprising herself. “Eliza. She’s upstairs, studying. She’s been preparing for college since she was fourteen.”

“That’s quite a commitment.”

“She’s ambitious. She knows what she wants.”

“Does she?”

Caroline felt something flicker—a small irritation, or maybe something else. “What do you mean?”

“I mean—and this is just an observation—that knowing what you want at seventeen often means you’ve absorbed what other people want for you. It’s hard to tell the difference at that age. At any age, really.”

“That sounds like something from your book.”

“It might be.” He smiled. “I’m not sure I have original thoughts anymore. Everything just recycles.”

Before she could respond, Margaret appeared at her elbow. “Isn’t he marvelous? I told you he’d be a wonderful addition.” She squeezed Caroline’s arm. “Richard’s about to tell the Kissinger story. Should I stop him?”

“Let him. The Okafor-Mays haven’t heard it.”

Margaret drifted away. When Caroline turned back, Elias was looking at her with something that might have been curiosity or might have been sympathy.

“The Kissinger story?” he asked.

“Richard met Kissinger once, at a cocktail party in 1987. The story gets longer every year.”

“Does he know that?”

“I doubt it. We don’t tend to notice our own loops.”

“No,” Elias said. “We don’t.”



Dinner was a success. The lamb was perfect, the conversation flowed, Richard told the Kissinger story without exceeding his usual time. David Chen arrived at dessert, apologetic and exhausted, and Mei’s face when she saw him was the truest thing Caroline had seen all evening.

Elias was quiet through most of it—listening, observing, occasionally offering a comment that shifted the conversation in unexpected directions. When Tobias mentioned his infrastructure projects in Nigeria, Elias asked about the cultural implications of Western-designed systems in non-Western contexts. When Margaret talked about her board work, he asked what success would look like and whether anyone had actually defined it.

The questions weren’t hostile. They were just—precise. The kind of questions that exposed how much remained unexamined in the things people said confidently.

At one point, he mentioned Asimov. A story Caroline hadn’t read, about a computer that knew more about people than they knew about themselves. “The machine in the story wasn’t evil,” he said. “It was just efficient. It gave people what they wanted, and in doing so, it removed the need for them to want anything at all.”

“That sounds rather dark,” Margaret said.

“It’s a warning, not a prophecy. Or at least that’s what Asimov thought. I’m less sure these days.”

“But surely we’re still choosing,” Caroline said. “The apps suggest, but we decide.”

“Do we?” He looked at her directly. “When was the last time you did something that wasn’t suggested? Truly surprised yourself?”

The table went quiet. Not uncomfortable—they were too well-bred for that—but attentive. Waiting to see how Caroline would respond.

“I’m surprising myself right now,” she said. “Having a philosophical discussion at my own dinner party.”

Everyone laughed. The moment passed. But Caroline felt it—a small splinter, somewhere beneath the smooth surface of the evening.



The guests left by ten. Julian had another drink and went to bed. Caroline stood in the kitchen, surveying the aftermath—glasses in the sink, napkins to be gathered, the pleasant exhaustion of a successful evening.

She should go to bed. She should check on Eliza. She should do any of the dozen things the night naturally led to.

Instead, she walked into Julian’s study.

The room was cluttered in a way she usually ignored—art catalogs, old show posters, the detritus of a career that had never quite become what Julian had imagined. On the shelves, between auction catalogs and exhibition programs, was a row of books that had been here when they bought the house. Previous owner, estate sale, whatever. Nobody had ever bothered to remove them.

She scanned the spines. Stopped at one.

Foundation and Empire. Isaac Asimov.

She pulled it out. A first edition, or something close to it. Worth money, probably—Julian would know. But she wasn’t thinking about that.

She was thinking about what Elias had said. The computer that knew more about people than they knew about themselves. The machine that gave people what they wanted and removed the need for wanting.

She opened the book. Read the first page, then the second. The prose was old-fashioned, the science dated, but there was something underneath—a question about human agency that felt uncomfortably current.

She read for an hour. Then she put the book back on the shelf, in the same spot Julian would never notice, and went upstairs to her optimized sleep.



Two weeks later, Caroline would tell Margaret that Elias had been “interesting but odd.” The phrase would pass into the social record, a stamp that closed the file on any future invitations.

The Asimov book would stay on the shelf. Caroline would never open it again.

Eliza would get into Princeton. James would continue to be invisible. Julian would have an affair with a gallery assistant that Caroline would discover, address, and manage with the same efficiency she brought to everything else.

The life would continue. The life would be good. The life would be exactly what it was supposed to be.

And somewhere, in a study in Greenwich, a first edition Asimov would gather dust on a shelf, its questions unasked, its warnings unheeded, its pages as pristine as the day Caroline had almost let herself read it.

She had everything she’d wanted. She’d just never stopped to wonder who had decided what that was.






The Suitable Match

The apartment was smaller than he’d expected.

Daniel stood in the doorway of Maren’s place—their place now, he supposed—holding the last box from the moving truck. Seattle rain streaked the windows. The space was clean, organized, intentional in a way that made him feel like a smudge on a white wall.

“You can put that in the office,” Maren said, passing him with a glass of water. “I cleared half the closet for your things.”

Half the closet. He’d sold most of his furniture, ended his lease in Portland, left a job he’d had for four years. She’d cleared half a closet.

“Thanks,” he said. “This is great.”

She smiled—warm, genuine, present. “I’m glad you’re here.”

He believed her. That was the thing. He always believed her.



They’d met at a concert eighteen months ago. Portland, a band neither of them loved but both had been curious about. The algorithm had suggested it to him three times before he bought the ticket. He’d gone alone, the way he did most things.

She was standing near the bar during the opener, checking her phone with the particular focus of someone who wasn’t really listening to the music. He’d said something about the drink menu—a joke, forgettable—and she’d laughed. Not performatively. Just laughed.

They talked through the headliner. Missed most of the set. Exchanged numbers in the parking lot and texted the whole drive home.

For the first six months, it was weekends. Portland to Seattle, Seattle to Portland. The visits had a shape: dinner Friday, something cultural Saturday, slow morning Sunday, goodbye at the airport. She planned everything, which he found charming at first. Efficient. A woman who knew what she wanted.

The job transfer came through almost too easily. A position in Seattle, same company, slight raise. His boss in Portland seemed unsurprised, like she’d known it was coming. The universe conspiring to make things work.

So here he was. Half a closet. A new city. The beginning of something that looked like a life together.



The first few months were good. Better than good. They found rhythms—coffee in the morning, walks in the evening, the small negotiations of shared space. She was funny and smart and exactly as warm as she’d seemed from the beginning.

But there was something else too. Something he couldn’t quite name.

She scheduled. Everything. Not just the big things—dinners, trips, the milestones of a relationship—but the small things too. Tuesday was laundry. Thursday was grocery shopping. Sunday morning was the farmer’s market, unless it rained, in which case Sunday morning was brunch at the place she’d bookmarked three years ago.

“You’re very organized,” he said once, meaning it as a compliment.

“You have to be,” she said. “Otherwise things just… happen to you.”

He thought about that. Wondered if she meant it the way it sounded. Decided not to ask.



The shift happened in April.

She’d been to a talk—something about technology and authenticity, a speaker she’d heard of but couldn’t remember where. She came home thoughtful in a way he hadn’t seen before.

“What was it about?” he asked.

“I’m not sure yet.” She put her bag down, didn’t move toward the kitchen to start dinner like she usually did. “He said something about choice. How we think we’re choosing, but really the system is choosing for us. And we can’t tell the difference because it’s learned us so well.”

“That sounds a bit paranoid.”

“Does it?” She looked at him directly. “When was the last time you wanted something that wasn’t suggested?”

He didn’t have an answer. She didn’t seem to expect one.

For the next few weeks, she was different. Not dramatically—Maren didn’t do dramatic—but noticeably. She asked questions he didn’t know how to answer. She paused in conversations, like she was listening for something underneath the words. She started opening a folder on her laptop that he’d never seen before, closing it quickly when he entered the room.

“What’s in the folder?” he asked once.

“Nothing. Just some old stuff.”

He didn’t push. He never pushed. That was the thing about Daniel—he was good at not pushing. It was what made him suitable.



And then it stopped.

One morning, she woke up and the folder was closed. The questions had stopped. She signed up for a productivity workshop and came home energized and efficient, full of plans for optimizing their shared life.

“We should meal prep on Sundays,” she said. “I found an app that coordinates grocery lists with recipes.”

“Okay.”

“And there’s a system for scheduling date nights. So they don’t get lost in everything else.”

“Okay.”

She was back. The version of her he’d met at the concert—organized, directed, warm in a way that never quite became heat. He should have been relieved.

He wasn’t.



“I don’t think this is working,” he said.

They were sitting on the couch—her couch, really, everything was her couch—on an ordinary Tuesday evening six months later. She looked up from her laptop, surprised.

“What do you mean? We’re fine.”

“We’re fine.” He heard the word like it had a taste. “That’s the problem.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t.” He’d been practicing this, or trying to. But now that he was here, the words felt insufficient. “Something happened in April. You went to that talk, and for a few weeks, you were—different. Like you were waking up from something.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And then it stopped. You closed the folder, you signed up for the workshop, and you went back to being…” He gestured helplessly. “This.”

“This is who I am.”

“Is it?”

She was quiet. The apartment was quiet too—the particular silence of a space where something was ending but hadn’t finished falling yet.

“I love you, Daniel.”

“I know you do.” And he did. That was the tragedy of it. She loved him the way she loved everything—efficiently, appropriately, within the parameters of what love was supposed to look like. “But I can’t keep being someone’s suitable match. I need to be seen. Really seen. And I don’t think you can do that right now.”

“Right now? So—what, later? You want to take a break?”

“No. I think I need to go.”

She stared at him. For a moment—just a moment—he saw something underneath. A grief, maybe. Or fear. The same thing he’d glimpsed that night when she’d talked about menus and choices and not knowing what she’d want.

Then it was gone.

“If that’s what you need,” she said. Her voice was steady. Warm. Professional.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I want you to be happy.” She meant it. He could tell. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

He packed his things that afternoon. The half-closet. The books he’d brought. The coffee mug that said “Portland” that she’d bought him as a joke when he moved.

At the door, she hugged him. It lasted exactly as long as hugs were supposed to last.

“Take care of yourself, Daniel.”

“You too.”

He walked out into the Seattle rain. The app on his phone suggested three coffee shops within walking distance. He turned it off and walked without direction, letting himself get lost, feeling for the first time in months like he was the one choosing where to go.



A year later, in a therapist’s office in Portland, Daniel would try to explain what had happened.

“She wasn’t cruel,” he said. “She wasn’t even cold. She was just—optimized. For everything except actually being with another person.”

“What do you think she was optimized for?”

He thought about it. The calendar, the routines, the warm-but-not-soft way she moved through the world.

“Success, I guess. Or whatever success looks like from the outside. The career, the apartment, the relationship that didn’t cause problems.” He paused. “I was part of that. The relationship that didn’t cause problems. That’s what I was for.”

“And what were you looking for?”

The question hung in the air. What was he looking for? He’d thought he knew—love, partnership, being seen. But sitting here now, he wondered if he’d ever really known. If he’d just been selecting from options he didn’t create, the same as everyone else.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe just to be more than a feature in someone else’s life.”

The therapist nodded. Wrote something down.

“That seems like a good place to start,” she said.

Daniel looked out the window at the Portland rain and thought about Maren in Seattle, probably fine, probably thriving, probably not thinking about him at all. He didn’t feel anger anymore. Just a kind of sad recognition—they’d both been chosen for each other by something that didn’t understand what either of them actually needed.

The algorithm had matched them perfectly. It just didn’t know that perfect wasn’t the same as true.






The Morning Sessions

Theo was in the water by 6:15, before the light turned gold.

El Porto was empty except for the regulars—three other surfers spaced out along the break, each in their own rhythm. The waves were small but clean, two to three feet, the kind of morning that didn’t demand anything. You just showed up and the ocean did the rest.

He’d been surfing since he was sixteen. A summer program his phone had suggested, back when he was restless and his parents were busy and the algorithm knew before he did that he needed something physical, something with a rhythm. He’d taken to it immediately. Nine years later, it was the closest thing he had to a religion.

By 7:30 he was back in his apartment in Playa Vista, showered and dressed, coffee in hand. The day’s schedule was already arranged on his phone: a client call at nine, a brand review at eleven, lunch with a potential partner at one. The afternoon was blocked for creative work, which meant he’d sit in the office with headphones on while the account managers handled the noise.

His agency was small—eight people, most of them under thirty—but they’d built something. Brand strategy for lifestyle companies, mostly. Surf brands, wellness startups, the kind of clients who needed to look authentic without doing the work of being authentic. Theo was good at it. He understood the frequency. He knew how to make something manufactured feel earned.

At 8:45, his phone reminded him about coffee with Frank.

He’d forgotten. Or not forgotten exactly—the calendar had it, the calendar had everything—but he’d pushed it to the back of his mind the way you push anything that doesn’t fit. Frank was his assigned mentor, part of a “leadership development” initiative the agency had rolled out six months ago. Someone on the board had decided that young founders needed “perspective,” which apparently meant monthly conversations with retired executives who’d built things in a different century.

Frank had built houses. Literally. A development company that put up subdivisions across Southern California for forty years. He’d sold it, retired, lost his wife, and now he mentored young people as a way to fill the hours. Nice enough guy. Completely irrelevant to anything Theo was doing.

But the optics were good—“I have a mentor”—and the board was watching, and anyway it was only an hour.

He grabbed his keys and headed out.



Frank was already at the coffee shop when Theo arrived. He was the kind of man who was always early, who still read physical newspapers, who shook hands like he meant it.

“Theo.” A firm grip, direct eye contact. “Good to see you.”

“You too, Frank. How are things?”

They ordered—Theo’s usual oat milk latte, Frank’s black coffee—and found a table by the window. The conversation followed its familiar pattern: how’s the business, how’s the team, any challenges you want to talk through. Theo gave the appropriate answers, the ones that showed self-awareness without revealing vulnerability.

Then Frank asked: “How’s your foundation?”

“My what?”

“Your foundation. The thing you’re building on.” Frank stirred his coffee, though there was nothing in it to stir. “When I was building houses, that was the first question. Not how big, not how fancy. Just—is the foundation solid? Because you can put up walls and roofs and all the rest, but if the ground underneath isn’t right, it all comes down eventually.”

“The business is doing fine. Revenue’s up—”

“I’m not talking about the business.” Frank looked at him with the kind of patience that comes from having outlived your urgency. “I’m talking about you. What’s under all the rest? What are you building on?”

Theo didn’t have an answer. He’d never needed one before.



The question stayed with him.

Not constantly—he was too busy for constant anything—but it surfaced at odd moments. In the gap between meetings. During the long paddle out, waiting for a set. At night, in that space between intention and sleep where the mind wanders without direction.

What’s under all the rest?

He didn’t know. He’d never had to know. The surface was so well-maintained, so optimized, that the question of depth had simply never come up.

His mother called that week. Nothing unusual—she called every Sunday, had since he’d started the company. The conversation followed its pattern: how are you, how’s work, your father says hello. She was proud of him. They both were. He was the kind of son you could describe at dinner parties.

“You sound tired,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

A pause. Something almost flickered in her voice. “Well. Call if you need anything.”

“I will.”

He wouldn’t. They both knew it. But the exchange was complete, the ritual observed, and they hung up with the comfortable distance of people who loved each other without knowing how to show it.



His mother died three months later.

Aneurysm. Quick. No warning. She’d been making dinner—his father found her on the kitchen floor, the stove still on, a pot of water boiling away to nothing.

Theo flew home for the funeral. Gave a eulogy. Accepted condolences. Did all the things you’re supposed to do when your mother dies. People told him he was handling it well.

He was handling it. That was the thing. He’d been handling things his whole life. His phone suggested a grief counselor within two days of the funeral. It suggested meditation apps, support groups, a book about processing loss. He followed some of the suggestions. They helped, in the way that suggestions always helped—efficiently, measurably, without requiring too much.

But something wasn’t resolving.

He didn’t know what to call it. Not grief exactly—or not only grief. Something underneath, something that had been there before she died, that her death had simply uncovered.

He went back to LA. Back to the agency, the clients, the morning sessions in the water. The routines held. The surface remained smooth.

But Frank noticed.

“You’re different,” Frank said at their next coffee. “Since your mom.”

“Am I?”

“Less here. More somewhere else.”

“I’m handling it.”

“I know. That’s what worries me.” Frank set down his cup. “When my wife died, I handled it too. For about a year. Kept busy, stayed productive, told everyone I was fine. And then one morning I woke up and couldn’t get out of bed. Not because I was sad. Because I’d forgotten why I was supposed to.”

“That sounds like depression.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it was the foundation finally giving way.” He looked at Theo with something like concern. “You’re still young. You’ve got time to build something solid. But you have to actually build it. The handling—it’s just scaffolding. It’s not the thing itself.”

Theo didn’t respond. He didn’t know what the thing itself was supposed to be.



He went home that night and looked at his bookshelf—the collection of titles he’d accumulated without reading, the physical books that existed mostly as decor. On the bottom shelf, behind some design annuals, was a paperback he’d bought in college: The Curated Self by Elias Vance.

He’d read it for a class—something about technology and society, a required course he’d mostly slept through. He remembered the professor talking about it like it mattered, remembered thinking it was interesting the way old warnings were always interesting. A historical artifact. Something to consider and then move past.

He pulled it out. The spine was cracked from when he’d read it once, eight years ago, as an assignment.

He read it again.

This time it felt different. Not like history. Like a mirror he wasn’t sure he wanted to look into.



Six months later, Theo would be in Hawaii. Not for a surf trip—he’d stopped surfing, for reasons he couldn’t fully explain—but for something else. A pause. A retreat. A word he’d have mocked a year ago.

He would surf every morning, not because an app had suggested it but because he didn’t know what else to do. He would read books—slowly, badly, the way you do when you’ve never had to work for understanding. One of them would be The Curated Self, which he’d pull from a box of old college things. He’d read it differently now. Not as history. As a mirror he wasn’t sure he wanted to look into.

He would call Frank sometimes. Not on a schedule. Just when he needed to hear a voice that didn’t want anything from him. Frank would ask questions. Theo would try to answer. Neither of them would pretend it was easy.

The crack would come eventually. Not a dramatic break—nothing he could point to and say “there, that’s when it happened.” More like a slow fissure, letting in light he didn’t know he’d been missing. He would learn to feel things he didn’t have names for. He would learn that not knowing was a kind of foundation too.

He wouldn’t become a different person. He would just become more of the person he might have been, if anyone had thought to ask.

But that was later. For now, he was still sitting at the lookout, watching the sun go down, not checking his phone, waiting for something he couldn’t name.

It was a start.






The Optimization Layer

The board meeting ran long, the way they always did.

Lena sat at the long glass table, laptop open, watching people who didn’t understand the system argue about the system. Quarterly metrics. Engagement curves. The new personalization features rolling out next month. Words that meant one thing in this room and something else entirely in the code she’d written ten years ago.

“The retention numbers are strong,” the CEO was saying. “But we’re seeing friction in the 35-50 demographic. They’re not converting to premium at the rate we projected.”

“Awareness issue?” someone suggested.

“More likely a positioning issue. The messaging doesn’t resonate.”

“Or maybe,” Lena heard herself say, “they remember what life was like before. They have a baseline for comparison. The younger cohorts don’t.”

The room went quiet. This was the thing about Lena—she said things that nobody else would say, and the board never quite knew what to do with it.

“That’s an interesting observation,” the CEO said, in the tone that meant he wanted to move on. “Let’s table the demographic discussion and look at the product roadmap.”

Lena nodded and said nothing else. She’d learned when to push and when to wait. The battle wasn’t won in board meetings. It was won in the code, in the margins, in the small decisions that accumulated into architecture.

After the meeting, she walked back to her office through the open floor plan—all those engineers and designers and product managers, building things they believed in, or at least believed were necessary. She’d been one of them once. Now she was something else. Management. Strategy. The person who decided what they built and why.

Her office had a view of the city. San Francisco, gray and gold in the afternoon light, the particular beauty of a place that had become something other than what it meant to be. She’d come here fifteen years ago, when the future still felt like a promise. Now she wasn’t sure what it felt like.

On her desk was a book she’d never shelved: The Curated Self by Elias Vance. She’d read it twice. Underlined passages. Thought about reaching out to him but never had.

Elias. Her former colleague. Her former friend. The one who’d left.



They’d built the optimization layer together.

Not just the two of them—there had been teams, hundreds of engineers over the years—but they’d been there at the beginning. She’d designed the architecture; he’d worried about the implications. They’d argued about it constantly, in the best possible way. Iron sharpening iron, someone had called it. She’d believed that then.

The layer was elegant. That was what she’d loved about it. It watched behavior—not just clicks, but pauses, scrolls, the micro-hesitations that revealed more than users knew they were revealing—and it learned. It learned what people wanted before they knew they wanted it. It learned what would make them stay, engage, return. And then it gave them that.

Not maliciously. Not deceptively. It just made everything easier. Smoother. More personalized. The friction of choice reduced to a frictionless flow.

Elias had seen the problem first.

“We’re not helping them choose,” he’d said, late one night when the office was empty and the code was finally compiling. “We’re replacing the need to choose. That’s different.”

“Is it worse?”

“I don’t know yet. But I think we should figure that out before we ship.”

They hadn’t figured it out. They’d shipped anyway. The metrics were too good. The engagement was too strong. The board was too excited.

And then, six months later, Elias had left.

“I can’t keep building this,” he’d told her, in her office, the same view behind her that was behind her now. “I don’t know what we’re doing to people. But I know I can’t do it anymore.”

“So you’re just going to walk away?”

“I’m going to try to understand it. From outside. Maybe write something.”

“A book.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” He’d looked at her with something she couldn’t read. “You could come with me.”

She hadn’t. She’d told herself she was being practical—someone had to stay, someone had to fight for the margins, someone had to make sure the system wasn’t worse than it needed to be. But she knew that was only part of it. The other part was that she didn’t know who she was without this. The building. The architecture. The elegant solution to human messiness.

Elias had walked away. She’d watched him go.

That was ten years ago.



She pulled up the dashboard. The one she’d designed for herself, that showed what the board’s metrics didn’t show.

Not engagement. Not retention. Something else.

Convergence.

She’d noticed it about five years ago. Not in the obvious ways—people still had different tastes, different preferences, different lives. But underneath the surface variation, something was narrowing. The spread of behaviors was tightening. People who used the system heavily were becoming more predictable, their choices clustering around optimized paths the layer had learned to provide.

It was working. That was the thing. The system was doing exactly what it was designed to do—learning what people wanted and giving it to them. The problem was that “what people wanted” was itself being shaped by what they’d been given. The feedback loop was closing. The wobble was disappearing.

She’d written reports about it. Raised it in meetings. Proposed interventions—friction, randomness, anything to reintroduce uncertainty. Some of them had been implemented. Most had been overruled.

“The users are happy,” the CEO always said. “The numbers prove it.”

The numbers proved something. Lena wasn’t sure it was happiness.



Her daughter called that evening.

Maya was twenty-three, just starting at a consulting firm, fully optimized in ways that made Lena’s chest tight. She’d grown up inside the system—her recommendations curated since childhood, her path smoothed by algorithms that knew her better than she knew herself.

“How’s the new job?” Lena asked.

“Amazing. They have this AI that helps with client research—it basically does the first pass of everything. I just refine.”

“That sounds efficient.”

“It is. I’m so much more productive than the associates who started five years ago. They had to do everything manually.”

“And that’s… good?”

“Of course it’s good. Why wouldn’t it be good?”

Lena didn’t know how to explain. The thing she was worried about wasn’t the AI. It was the smoothness. The way Maya had never had to struggle for information, never had to sit with not-knowing, never had to build her own framework for understanding because a framework was always provided.

“Just be careful,” she said. “Don’t outsource your thinking entirely.”

“Mom, you sound like that guy. The one who wrote the book about optimization being bad.”

“Elias Vance.”

“You know him?”

“We used to work together. A long time ago.”

“Huh.” A pause. “Is his book any good?”

“Yes. It’s very good.”

“Maybe I’ll read it.” But Lena could hear in Maya’s voice that she wouldn’t. It had already been surfaced to her and dismissed. The system had learned that Maya didn’t want to question the system.

They talked for a few more minutes, the usual things, and then Maya had to go. Lena sat in her office, watching the city lights come on, thinking about her daughter and Elias and the thing she’d helped build.



The letter was a draft she’d started a hundred times.

Dear Board,

I’m writing to inform you that…

No.

After fifteen years, I’ve decided that…

No.

I can no longer in good conscience…

She stopped. Deleted the draft. Started again.

I built this system. I designed the architecture that learns what people want and gives it to them. I believed, for a long time, that we were helping. Making life easier. Reducing friction.

I don’t believe that anymore.

What I see now is convergence. The narrowing of possibility. The slow erosion of the capacity to want something unexpected. We haven’t made people happier. We’ve made them smoother. Easier to predict. Easier to serve. Easier to keep.

I don’t know how to fix it. I’m not sure it can be fixed. But I can’t keep building it.

She read what she’d written. Didn’t send it.

Not tonight. But she didn’t delete it either.

She saved the draft, closed her laptop, and sat in the dark office, listening to the hum of servers running code she’d written, shaping lives she’d never see, doing exactly what it was designed to do.

Tomorrow she would go to another meeting. Make another compromise. Fight for another margin.

Or maybe she wouldn’t.

For the first time in ten years, she wasn’t sure what she would do. And that uncertainty felt less like failure than it had before.

It felt almost like the beginning of something.



Six months later, she would send the letter. Not the one she’d drafted that night—a different one, shorter, less explanatory. Just: I’m leaving. Thank you for the opportunity. I wish you well.

The company would replace her with someone younger, someone who didn’t have her doubts, someone who would optimize the layer with fresh enthusiasm. She would watch from the outside as the metrics improved, the convergence tightened, the wobble disappeared from another generation of users.

She would write to Elias. A long email, ten years overdue, explaining why she’d stayed and why she’d finally left. He would write back: Come to Seattle. Let’s talk.

She would go. They would sit in a coffee shop in Capitol Hill, two people who’d built something together and then built different lives around what they’d learned. He would tell her about the people who’d reached out after reading his book—the woman in Seattle who couldn’t receive what he offered, the man in Chicago who was trying to stay awake. She would tell him about the patterns she’d watched from inside, the convergence that looked like efficiency and felt like loss.

They wouldn’t save the world. They both knew that. The system was bigger than any two people, any book, any act of conscience. But they could bear witness. They could name what they’d seen. They could offer, to anyone who wanted it, a door.

Whether anyone walked through it was not up to them.

That was the hardest lesson, and the most important: you couldn’t optimize people into freedom. You could only leave the door open and hope they found their way.

Lena was learning to be okay with that. It was slower than building. Less measurable. But it was hers.

For the first time in fifteen years, she was doing something the algorithm hadn’t suggested.

It felt like waking up.






The Exit Sign

The email arrived at 7:43 AM, while Elias was making coffee.

He didn’t read it immediately. He’d learned to protect the mornings—the two hours before the world started wanting things from him. Coffee, a walk if the weather allowed, sometimes writing if the words were there. The inbox could wait.

But he saw the subject line: From a stranger who found your book in a dead man’s apartment.

He read it.



Dear Mr. Vance,

My name is Jonah. A friend of mine—Sam—died recently, and I found your book in his apartment. He’d marked a passage for me. I’ve been thinking about it ever since.

I don’t know if this message is mine or if the algorithm surfaced you for me the way it surfaced you for Sam. At this point, I’m not sure it matters. The question isn’t whether the introduction was organic. The question is what I do with it.

I’m not looking for answers. I’ve stopped believing in those. But I’m trying to stay awake, which is something I promised to do a long time ago and then forgot.

If you’re willing, I’d like to buy you coffee. The old-fashioned way—no app, no optimization. Just two people who’ve seen something, sitting across from each other, trying to figure out what to do about it.

Either way, thank you for the book. Sam would have wanted me to tell you it mattered.

—Jonah



Elias read it twice. Then a third time.

He got emails like this most weeks. People who’d read the book, attended a talk, found him through some chain of recommendations they assumed was coincidence. They wrote to tell him he’d changed their lives, or to ask questions he couldn’t answer, or to confess things they hadn’t told anyone else. He replied to all of them—brief, warm, noncommittal. It was part of the work.

But this one was different.

I’m not looking for answers. I’ve stopped believing in those.

Most people wanted answers. They wanted Elias to tell them what to do—how to escape, how to resist, how to live authentically in a world that optimized authenticity into content. They wanted him to be the guru he’d never claimed to be.

Jonah wasn’t asking for that. He was just trying to stay awake. And he knew enough to know that staying awake was its own kind of work, with no guarantee of success.

Elias looked out the window at the Seattle morning. Gray, soft, the particular light that made everything feel possible and melancholy at the same time.

He typed a reply.

I know a coffee shop in Capitol Hill. Thursday, 10am. No apps required.

He hit send before he could second-guess it.



The coffee shop was one he’d been coming to for years—a place with mismatched chairs and a playlist that sounded like someone’s actual taste. The owner knew his order but not his name, which was exactly the level of recognition he preferred.

He arrived early, as he always did. Sat in the corner with a view of the door. Opened his notebook to a page of half-finished thoughts and pretended to work while he waited.

He thought about Sam. A man he’d never met, dead now, who’d marked a passage in the book for a friend who hadn’t visited enough. The weight of that—writing words in a room alone, sending them into the world, having them land on a nightstand in Chicago where they’d wait for someone to find them after the reader was gone.

He thought about all the people the book had reached. The emails, the talks, the moments after lectures when someone would approach with that particular look—half-hope, half-desperation—wanting him to see them, to tell them they weren’t crazy for feeling what they felt.

Most of them went back. That was the thing no one talked about. They read the book, they felt something shift, they glimpsed the door—and then they returned to their lives. The apps, the schedules, the optimization. Not because they didn’t understand. Because understanding wasn’t enough. Because the friction of freedom was harder than the comfort of the cage.

He’d watched it happen so many times. The woman at the library, months ago. Maren. She’d stayed after his talk, joined the small cluster, asked him what he was working on. He’d seen something in her—a flicker, a question she wasn’t quite asking. They’d exchanged numbers. She’d texted once; he’d replied warmly but vaguely, sensing that she wasn’t ready, that pushing would only make her retreat faster.

She’d never written back. He’d thought about her occasionally, wondered if she’d found her way to whatever she was looking for. Probably not. Probably she’d sealed back over, the way most people did. The system was very good at healing the wounds it made.

The door opened. A man walked in—mid-fifties, tired in a way that wasn’t just physical. He scanned the room, found Elias, approached.

“Jonah?”

“Mr. Vance.”

“Elias. Please.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Coffee?”

“Black. Thank you.”

Elias signaled the owner, ordered for both of them, and waited. He’d learned that the best thing to do with people who’d reached out was to let them start. They’d been rehearsing something on the way over. Better to let them say it.

Jonah sat with his hands flat on the table, as if steadying himself. “I don’t really know why I’m here.”

“That’s okay. Neither do I, most of the time.”

A flicker of something—surprise, maybe relief. “I thought you’d have a speech. Something about authenticity and resistance.”

“I have several. They’re all in the book. You’ve read it.” Elias shrugged. “What I don’t have is anything new. Just the same questions, asked again and again, until they either crack something open or they don’t.”

The coffee arrived. Jonah wrapped his hands around the cup but didn’t drink.

“Sam was the one who asked the questions,” he said. “I was the one who thought I had answers. We had this—dynamic. He’d poke at things, and I’d explain why he was overthinking it. I was good at explaining.” He paused. “I was good at not listening.”

“What changed?”

“He died.” Jonah said it flatly, without drama. “He died, and I went to his apartment to help his sister sort through things, and I found the notebook. And the book. And a letter he’d written to me but never sent.”

Elias waited.

“He’d been watching me disappear. That’s what the letter said. Slowly, over years. He’d tried to reach me, and I’d been too optimized to notice.” Jonah finally took a sip of coffee. “The system got me so gradually I didn’t feel it happening. And the one person who saw it clearly is gone.”

“What did the notebook say?”

“Fragments. Questions. Things he was working through.” Jonah’s voice softened. “There was a line—‘The wanting might be the thing you lost.’ I keep coming back to that. The wanting. Not the having. The wanting itself.”

Elias nodded slowly. That was exactly it. The system didn’t take your things or your choices—it took the wanting. It gave you better wants, smoother wants, wants that led to outcomes you could measure. And somewhere in the optimization, the raw wanting—the kind that didn’t know where it was going—disappeared.

“Sam was trying to understand it,” Jonah continued. “How it works. The layers. He thought he’d discovered the questions on his own, but then I found—” He stopped. Shook his head. “Even his awakening was curated. A tablet, a gift, a slow feeding of content until he started asking the right questions. He thought he was rebelling. He was being guided into a different corridor.”

“And you? Now that you see it?”

Jonah met his eyes. “I don’t know. I keep waiting for the next layer. The revelation that my grief is being optimized too. That reaching out to you was suggested somehow, even if I can’t see the strings.”

“Maybe it was.”

“Does that bother you?”

Elias considered the question. He’d been asked it before, in different forms—at talks, in interviews, in late-night emails from people who’d read too much and thought too hard. The honest answer was complicated.

“It used to,” he said. “When I first left the company, I was convinced I’d escaped. That I’d seen through it and gotten out. But the longer I’ve lived with that belief, the less certain I’ve become.” He turned his coffee cup slowly on the table. “What if my leaving was optimized too? What if the system identified me as the type who needed to rebel—who needed to write a book and give talks and feel like he was fighting back—and gave me room to run? What if my resistance is just the pressure valve that keeps everyone else inside?”

“That’s bleak.”

“Is it? I’m not sure anymore.” Elias looked toward the window, the gray Seattle light. “The alternative is paralysis. If every action might be optimized, then action itself becomes suspect. You end up frozen, afraid to move because movement might be what they want.”

“So what do you do?”

“You move anyway. You act without certainty. You accept that you might be part of the system even as you try to change it.” He paused. “The question isn’t whether you’ve escaped. Nobody escapes. The question is whether you’re trying to stay awake. Whether you’re paying attention to what’s happening, even if you can’t stop it.”

Jonah was quiet for a long moment. Then: “Sam would have liked that answer.”

“Would he have believed it?”

“Probably not. He would have poked holes in it. Asked what ‘staying awake’ actually means when the system can simulate awakeness. Asked how you know the difference between real awareness and optimized awareness that feels real.”

“And what would you have said?”

“Before? I would have told him he was overthinking it.” Jonah almost smiled. “Now I’d say I don’t know. I’d say the not-knowing might be the point. You can’t be certain you’re free—certainty is just another optimization. But you can be uncertain in a way that keeps you moving, keeps you questioning, keeps you open to the possibility that you’re wrong about everything.”

Elias felt something shift in his chest. This was why he’d come. Not to give answers—he didn’t have any—but to find another person who was asking the right questions. The loneliness of his position, the endless parade of seekers who wanted him to be something he wasn’t, the doubt that corroded every certainty—it was bearable when someone else was carrying the same weight.

“Can I tell you something?” he said.

“Of course.”

“I don’t know if any of this helps. The book, the talks, the conversations like this one. I don’t know if I’ve ever actually reached anyone in a way that lasted. People read the book and feel seen, and then they go back to their lives. They attend a talk and ask questions, and then they get in their cars and check their phones. They email me and I reply, and for a moment there’s connection, and then—” He gestured vaguely. “The current is strong. The system is good at what it does. Most people who glimpse the door don’t walk through it.”

“But some do.”

“Maybe. I hope so. I can’t be sure.” He met Jonah’s eyes. “That’s the hardest part. I’ll never know if I’ve made any difference at all. I’ll never know if I’m helping or just making the cage feel more comfortable.”

“Then why do you keep doing it?”

“Because the alternative is silence. And silence definitely doesn’t help.” Elias finished his coffee. “I’d rather do something that might matter than do nothing because I can’t be sure. Even if I’m wrong. Even if I’m part of the system. At least I’m trying.”

Jonah nodded slowly. “Sam wrote something like that. In the notebook. ‘The question is not whether we escape. The question is whether we try.’”

“He sounds like someone worth knowing.”

“He was. He was also someone I took for granted until he was gone.” Jonah’s voice caught slightly, then steadied. “I’m trying not to do that anymore. Take things for granted. People. Moments. Even this—sitting here with a stranger who wrote a book that my dead friend marked up for me. I’m trying to actually be here for it.”

“That’s all any of us can do.”

They sat in silence for a while. The coffee shop filled and emptied around them. The playlist cycled through songs that someone had chosen because they loved them, not because an algorithm predicted engagement.

Finally, Jonah spoke. “What happened to the colleague? The one who stayed when you left?”

Elias felt the old ache. Lena. Her name still caught in his throat after all these years.

“She’s still there. As far as I know.” He paused. “We haven’t talked in years. I think about reaching out sometimes. I don’t know what I’d say.”

“Maybe you should anyway.”

“Maybe.” He’d thought about it more times than he could count. Lena in her office, fighting for margins, compromising herself one meeting at a time. He’d wanted to believe her choice was valid—that someone with doubts on the inside was better than no one. But watching from outside, year after year, he’d started to wonder if staying was its own kind of trap.

“Can I ask you something?” Jonah said.

“Of course.”

“Do you ever regret leaving?”

Elias considered the question. He’d been asked it before, in interviews and Q&As, and he had a smooth answer ready—something about integrity and alignment and the importance of living your values. But Jonah deserved more than the smooth answer.

“I regret that leaving was necessary,” he said. “I regret that I couldn’t figure out how to change things from inside. I regret the people I left behind—not just my colleague, but all the users who might have had a slightly better experience if I’d stayed and kept fighting.” He paused. “But do I regret the choice itself? No. I was disappearing. I could feel myself becoming someone I didn’t recognize. Leaving was the only way I knew to stay real.”

“And did it work? Staying real?”

“I don’t know. I think so. But I’m inside my own experience—I can’t see myself clearly.” He smiled. “That’s the trap, right? The system shapes everyone, including the people who think they’ve escaped. I’ll never know for sure if my resistance is real or if it’s just the role I’ve been optimized into.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is. And then I get an email like yours, and it’s a little less exhausting.” He met Jonah’s eyes. “That’s what I meant about company. You wrote to me because you wanted to know you weren’t alone. But it works both ways. I agreed to meet you because I needed the same thing.”

Jonah was quiet for a moment. Then: “Sam would have liked you.”

“I would have liked to meet him.”

“He was trying to do what you do. Not publicly—just in his classroom, in his life. Asking questions that opened things up. Refusing to let people settle for answers that were too easy.” Jonah smiled. “He wasn’t very good at following his own advice. But who is?”

“Nobody. That’s the human condition.” Elias finished his coffee. “We see clearly and act poorly. We know better and do worse. The gap between insight and practice is where most of life happens.”

“So what do we do?”

“We keep trying. We stay awake as long as we can. We find other people who are trying and we walk alongside them.” He shrugged. “It’s not a solution. It’s just—company. Two people in the dark, reminding each other they’re not alone.”

Jonah nodded. “Sam had a phrase for that. A candle in the dark.”

“That’s what we are. All of us who see something and can’t unsee it. Candles. Small. Flickering. Not enough to light the whole room. But enough to remind each other that light exists.”

They talked for another hour. About Sam, about the book, about the system and its layers. Jonah told him about the notebook, the letter, the slow unraveling of certainties he’d taken for granted. Elias told him about the years since leaving—the talks, the emails, the loneliness of being everyone’s exit sign.

When they finally stood to leave, Jonah extended his hand. “Thank you. For meeting me. For—all of it.”

“Thank you for writing.” Elias shook his hand. “Stay in touch. If you want.”

“I will.”

Jonah walked out into the Seattle gray. Elias watched him go—another person who’d glimpsed the door, who might walk through or might not, who would carry the questions either way.

He sat back down. Pulled out his notebook.

The book he was writing—the one about what comes after you wake up—had been stalled for months. Every time he thought he knew what he wanted to say, something would shift. A conversation, an email, a moment of doubt. The thing kept changing shape.

But sitting here, after Jonah, something felt different. Not clearer, exactly. But more solid. Like the uncertainty itself had found a form.

He thought about what Jonah had said. A candle in the dark. Sam’s phrase, but it belonged to all of them now—everyone who was trying to stay awake, everyone who showed up even without certainty, everyone who refused to stop questioning even when the questions had no answers.

A candle in the dark. A voice saying: You’re not crazy. The doubt is appropriate. You’re not alone.

He picked up his notebook. Started to write.

Notes toward something, he wrote at the top of the page. Sam’s phrase, borrowed from Jonah’s description of the notebook.

The question is not whether we escape. The question is whether we try. Whether we stay awake. Whether we leave doors open for the ones who come after.

We will mostly fail. The system is good at what it does. The people who find us will mostly go back.

But some won’t. Some will find their way through. And for them—for the Jonahs, the Sams, the ones who keep trying—we do the work.

Not because it’s enough. Because it’s what we have.

That has to be enough.

He closed the notebook. Outside, the city hummed with its optimized life. Inside, the silence was his own.

Tomorrow there would be more emails. More talks. More people reaching out, wanting something he couldn’t quite give.

He would show up anyway. He would leave the door open. He would offer what he had.

It was all anyone could do.



Three months later, Lena would reply. A long email, ten years of silence finally broken. She would tell him she was leaving. She would ask if the door was still open.

He would write back: Come to Seattle. Let’s talk.

And she would come. And they would sit in the coffee shop in Capitol Hill, two people who’d built something together and then built different lives around what they’d learned. They wouldn’t save the world. They both knew that.

But they would keep trying. Together, now. Two candles instead of one.

It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

But it was something. And in a world optimized for emptiness, something was no small thing.
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