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The Crash Test (Lila)

––––––––
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THE MOTHER OF THE BRIDE is smiling the way a hurricane smiles on satellite photos—calm circular eye, ruin in the radius.

“It’s not that we don’t appreciate... data,” she says, the word data corseted into two tight syllables. “But my nephew’s date arrived in beige.”

I follow her gaze. The nephew’s date is indeed beige: dress, shoes, personality—hard to tell. Our model had matched him with a woman in fuchsia who said she loved loud dance floors and improvising. Beige is also fine. Beige is a consented choice. Beige simply wasn’t our assignment.

“Your nephew’s match opted out at four this afternoon,” I say, keeping my voice low and even. “We never override consent. He updated his profile, and we re-optimized his night with someone who wanted quiet conversation.”

Mother-of-the-bride’s smile doesn’t move, but her pearls tighten. “And now the photos will be... beige.”

Behind her, the DJ raises a thumb in my direction and mouths, “Great playlist.” The groom’s grandfather—one of our wins—has found a domino partner for later. Little glimmers of the model working exactly as designed. It still doesn’t stop the ache in my sternum, old panic pouring through a hairline crack. Chaos is how hearts break. We avoid chaos.

My phone buzzes against my palm. Mei, in our team Slack:

MEI: drift alerts pinging; event language skewed “posed” vs “candid”—Instagram bleed.

MEI (2): also your pulse? watch says you’re a hummingbird.

I force a breath out through my nose. “If we re-shoot formals, we can offset beige with florals,” I offer. “Warm palette, more light. I’ll comp the extra hour.”

Mother-of-the-bride exhales, calculating. She nods, just once, the hurricane’s eye moving along.

When she’s gone, I slip outside to the brick alley’s cool. Gastown smells like wet timber and cardamom when it rains; tonight it’s clear, the sky a shallow bowl of navy. I sink onto a cargo step, thumb open the drift dashboard. Language signals swallowed by performative posts—of course. Weddings drag the internet into the room like an uninvited cousin.

Another buzz. My feed is a wall of the same video: firefighter hoists a bookcase in a smoky apartment, wedges a gloved hand like a lever, a woman’s bandaged calf just visible. Embers flick like bees. The caption: “He used a halligan like a violin. Vancouver’s soft-spoken hero.”

Micah.

I don’t click. I know the shape of his jaw from memory—awful to admit—and the way he hides a laugh in his cheeks. We broke when my world broke: thesis defense week, parents detonating their marriage in the living room, me deciding that certainty is what saves you.

I go home on autopilot. The rideshare driver asks about the bouquet wilting in my lap; I say I’m a florist because it’s easier than explaining that sometimes feelings are error terms. In the darkness of my apartment, I pin my hair up, make chai, and re-run the wedding post-mortem. The model did the right thing. The optics were wrong. We can fix optics.

I open a shadow sandbox and feed it the fresh, scrubbed, public data Mei ingested to stabilize the drift. Thirty seconds of spin, a soft chime.

A single name rises to the top of the outliers like an air bubble in amber: M. COLE.

I remove identifiers. I scramble and obfuscate. I seed noise. The spike persists, glowing like a taunt on the scatterplot. When I map possible pairings for an internal regression test, one user ID floats to him again and again with a confidence interval so tight it feels like an embrace.

L.S.

Me. Obviously it’s only me because the system knows too much about me, I tell myself, even though it shouldn’t. Recommendation is not destiny. Still, my finger hovers over DELETE.

I delete. I rerun. The same line reappears, as if written by someone else’s hand.

I turn off the monitor and let the room go dark until my tea goes cold and the city hum settles under my ribs. Optimization saves you, I remind myself.

Then I open the monitor and run it again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Sirens & Softboxes (Micah)

––––––––
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WE’RE FILMING THE SMOKE alarm bit for the third time because the battery chirp keeps stepping on my punch line.

“See? That’s your weekly reminder that your smoke—” chirp “—okay, that’s comedy,” I say, and Zadie laughs behind the camera, which ruins me because I can’t keep a straight face when anyone laughs, much less Zadie, who has a sneeze-giggle that sounds like a cartoon character.

Captain Álvarez is pretending not to watch from the weight rack. He’s absolutely watching. “Cole,” he calls, perfectly deadpan. “Maybe unbutton the coat for the thumbnail. Sponsors love clavicle.”

I press a hand to my chest like a Victorian faint. “That’s above my pay grade, Cap.”

Zadie peeks around the camera. “Brand did ask for ‘authentic thirst,’” she says, making air quotes. “Their words.”

I groan. “Why can’t thirst be about hydration? Let me hawk water bottles.”

We get the take. I put the coat away and help Zadie coil cables. I like the part where we show people how to do a thing. I don’t love the part where I am the thing. After my paramedic exam went sideways—after a call I still don’t talk about—the quiet work of the hall is what kept me standing. The channel was supposed to be PSAs, not posture.

The tone sounds, that electronic bong that straightens your spine before your brain catches up. The whole bay moves like a single animal. We’re on the truck in thirty seconds, no YouTube, no softboxes, just the bright simple now of a call.

By the time we’re back—short call, over before the adrenaline runs out—there’s a text from the sponsor asking if I can “lean into the rescue romance.” There’s a message from a producer about a morning show hit “with your favorite algorithm lady—what’s her name?—for a cute segment.”

I don’t answer either. Instead, I open our community calendar and look at the CPR workshop signup. Packed. Good. That matters.

Zadie waves her phone at me. “The community center tagged partners for next month’s charity week. Guess who’s bringing snacks and a data talk?”

I brace. “If it’s spreadsheets I will lay down my life.”

She grins. “Plus-One Labs. That’s the startup from your panel—Dr. Lila Sethi.”

The name lands like a door clicking shut in a quiet building. I picture a woman on a stool with a mug of tea and a whiteboard marker smudged on her thumb, writing tidy numbers that made the world less mean. I picture the way she kept her hair up with a pencil during finals, and the way we never figured out how to be the same kind of brave at the same time.

“Good for the event,” I say, and manage to unclench my jaw. “We should probably coordinate so we don’t tangle the messaging.”

Captain Álvarez claps a bear hand on my shoulder. “Coordinate, sure. Wear a tie too. Charity Gala end of month. Bring a plus-one who can keep you from sneaking out early.”

“Captain, I would never—”

I would. He knows I would.

We reshoot one quick pickup for Zadie (I say “test your alarms when you change your clocks,” and the smoke alarm, vindicated, stays silent). I upload the PSA and add a note about where free CPR classes are offered, and how to opt out of online stuff if you’re feeling overwhelmed. I wince at the thumbnail. The brand will like it. I will pretend to.

Before lights out, I draft a DM to Plus-One Labs. Keep it simple, keep it clean.

Hi Dr. Sethi—Micah Cole from VFR. We’re co-hosting the community center’s charity week. Want to join a livestream on home safety + consent in tech? Low-key, all substance. I can bring the sirens if you bring the charts.

I stare at it. I delete “sirens.” I send it.

Then I sit on the tailboard of the engine bay, feet not quite touching the floor, and watch the street hum by. The channel can be noisy. The work is not. Somewhere in that is a person I still mean to be.

The message pings “seen.” A typing bubble appears, disappears, appears again.

And I feel—ridiculous, at my age—the spark of a test I didn’t study for, but would like to pass anyway.
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Outlier, Hello (Lila)

––––––––
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BY ELEVEN THE CO-WORKING space has put on its library voice: desk lamps, headphone halos, the hush of people trying to make something out of nothing. Mei’s hoodie is up; she codes like she’s braiding—three strands at once, never a knot.

“I salted the public ingestion with randomization and differential privacy,” she says without looking up. “And your friend the anomaly still shines like a lighthouse.”

“Not my friend,” I say, too quickly. “And lighthouses prevent wrecks.”

“Unless you steer toward them.” She taps a key. The scatterplot blossoms: hundreds of faded dots, one bright one pulsing at the edge like it knows exactly where the cliff is and is asking us to come look.

M. COLE (scrubbed; obfuscated; still obvious).

I chew the inside of my cheek. “We’re seeing covariance with...?”

Mei flips to a table. “Behavioral clusters that shouldn’t coincide: emergency-response forums, classical-guitar playlists, and grocery receipts that skew toward feeding other people.” She lifts an eyebrow. “Also, his location data fuzzed around the same three postal codes as you for six months, a few years back. That’s legal to reference in aggregate, but—”

“But I don’t want a model that acts like it knows my heart,” I say, too soft for a room this large.

Mei’s look is kind. “We’re not shipping personal recommendations. You asked me to stress-test against drift. I stress-tested.”

I shove away from the desk and go to the whiteboard. Marker squeak, the quick math that calms me: strip any feature that can be construed as identity; weight consent gates; keep context and situation fit—the thing we’re actually optimizing for. “Our product is event-based matching, not destiny. Optimize for kindness under pressure, not for forever.”

Mei nods. “I love when you talk boring to me.”

We ablate features like surgeons deciding what tissue to save. Remove age brackets, school clusters, anything that smells like a past. The bright dot dims, then flares again in a different corner of the cloud. Outlier is a math word; tonight it feels like a dare.

“What if the universe is trolling me,” I say, “and by universe I mean the messy aggregation of publicly posted signals.”

“Then the universe needs a privacy seminar,” Mei says. “We should publish our consent toolkit.”

I look at the clock. Nana sleeps by ten-thirty and wakes at four to pray and check whether I’m feeding myself. “Tomorrow,” I say. “Tonight we document the anomaly and prove it doesn’t matter.”

Mei swivels to face me. “I’m going to say a thing you’ll hate. The old texts from college—yours. You scrubbed content, but cadence and punctuation are as identifying as a fingerprint. Micah’s messages—public posts, interviews—match your cadence in a way the model reads as compatibility under stress.”

I close my eyes. My eyes sting. “So our algorithm is whispering that we once fit, because we once... did.”

“Or,” Mei says gently, “it’s telling us something else: that two people who’ve learned to breathe together in a crisis can do it again. That’s not destiny. That’s evidence. And evidence still requires consent.”

I write RECOMMENDATION ≠ DESTINY on the whiteboard in block letters until the marker squeals. Then I add a box: PERSONAL MATCHES: NEVER SURFACE.

The one bright dot keeps pulsing in the corner of my vision as if it knows my name.

Chapter 4 — Investor Math (Lila)

Riva Ashford has the kind of smile that implies the table belongs to her. It does; her name is on the cap table, and the café, and the view, probably. Yaletown glass throws the morning back at itself.

“You’re early,” she says, pleased, as if I’ve finally solved the right equation.

“I’m only ever late to funerals,” I say. “And maybe to trends.”

She laughs. “Trends die. You, my dear, are building something sticky. Which is why I need a splashy case study in—” she checks her watch, which probably cost more than my rent—“thirty days.”

“We’re a consent-first product,” I say. “Our splashy is quiet.”

“Then sell quiet with better charts.” Riva sips her espresso. “You’re competing with Graham Pierce’s SoulScore. He has a heatmap that looks like love. I have founders who can’t keep up with that theater.”

“His heatmap is a lie,” I say. “Black boxes that flatten people into a number belong in museum cautionary exhibits.”

“Agree,” she says, too easily, which means the other shoe is a chandelier. “But you need a counter-spectacle. The Firefighters’ Charity Gala would be perfect. Pair two hard stories that don’t collapse into trauma porn. We want a camera to catch a surprise.”

“I don’t stage surprises.” My voice goes precise. “Consent.”

Riva tips her head. “You keep using that word like it’s a moat you can carry around.” She sets her cup down. “Lila, I like you. I like that you are allergic to harm. But I cannot fund a product that refuses to be seen.”

There’s a humming in my ears that might be anger or the café’s espresso machine. I think of the bright outlier dot; I think of the mother of the bride and her beige apocalypse. “We can do gala,” I say. “But we do it in daylight. Boundaries published, choices reversible, messaging clean. And—” I swallow the hard part. “No black-box scores. Ever.”

Riva flashes the chandelier smile. “Fabulous. I’ll call my dress person.”

Outside, the air is salt clean. Mei pings me a doc: Consent Toolkit (v0.9). Zadie—our PR lead—texts three times in a row: I can get you on a livestream to explain consent in plain English. Also your blazer needs to stop being beige.

I’m about to reply when my phone buzzes with a message request from a name I never deleted.

Micah Cole: Hi Dr. Sethi—Micah from VFR. We’re co-hosting charity week. Want to join a livestream on home safety + consent in tech? Low-key, all substance.

I stare at it until the screen goes dim, then bright again, as if a lighthouse is trying to talk to me in Morse code.

Me: Yes. With boundaries. And no thirst.

Three dots. Then:

Micah: Hydration only. Promise.

I tell Zadie I’ll do the livestream. I tell Mei I’ll send notes on the anomaly. I tell myself the thing I’ve always believed: that you can set a problem down on paper and make it smaller by naming it.

It is not smaller. But the lines around it are sharper.
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[image: ]




Meet-Again (Lila & Micah)

––––––––
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LILA

The community center smells like floor polish and hope. The CPR mannequins look like the ghosts of decisions; twelve blue torsos lie in a grid on the gym floor, each with a chest badge that says PUSH HARD / PUSH FAST.

Micah is already there, sleeves rolled, dress blues jacket slung over a chair like a promise he’ll be professional. He’s laughing with a kid who is absolutely not supposed to be touching the AED. He catches me looking and straightens, the laugh folding neatly into something polite.

“Dr. Sethi.” He says it like he’s putting the right lab coat on a memory.

“Mr. Cole,” I say, even though Mr. Cole is his father and drives a bus in Kamloops. “Thanks for the invite.”

“Thanks for the yes.” He gestures to the front. “I figured we’d split time. You do the consent thing. I do the don’t-set-your-kitchen-on-fire thing. Big finish: compressions to the beat of whichever song is currently ruining the internet.”
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