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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, emotional abuse, stalking, digital surveillance, invasion of privacy, deception in intimate relationships, and references to self-harm. Reader discretion is advised.

“The cruelest mirror is the one that shows you exactly what you wanted to see.”

— Nora Kestrel, The Geometry of Want

For everyone who ever fell in love with a version of someone.

Which is everyone.
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OPEN SOURCE

The spreadsheet has my name on it.

Not my full name. Just “WREN A.” in a cell that someone formatted in bold, as if I were a section header in a quarterly report. As if I were a category of data to be organized, parsed, and optimized. Which, I suppose, is exactly what I was.

It’s 2:14 a.m. and I’m sitting at my kitchen table in a T-shirt that belongs to a man I’m no longer sure exists. The laptop in front of me is his. The file I’m looking at was not meant for me. But here I am, scrolling through a spreadsheet that catalogs every meaningful thing I’ve ever made public about myself, and some things I thought I hadn’t.

Column A: “Interests (verified).” My Goodreads reviews, annotated. Every four- and five-star rating I’ve given in the last six years, cross-referenced with the authors I follow on Instagram, the bookstores I’ve tagged in stories, the one literary podcast I subscribe to. The entry for Clarice Lispector has a note beside it: “Mentioned in 2019 tweet thread. Revisited in 2022 IG story. High-confidence affinity.”

Column B: “Values (stated).” A list of things I’ve said I care about, sourced from interviews on design blogs, LinkedIn posts, and a Reddit AMA I did on r/graphicdesign three years ago using a throwaway account I thought was anonymous. It wasn’t. He found it. Beside “authenticity” he’d written: “Core value. Repeated across platforms. Likely genuine. Mirror priority: HIGH.”

Column C: “Values (actual).” This column is shorter. More clinical. “External validation via curated self-presentation. Approval-seeking masked as independence. Performative vulnerability on social media suggests comfort with emotional exposure only when controlled.” I read it twice. I read it a third time. I want to argue with it. I can’t.

Column D: “Emotional Triggers.” My father leaving. My ex-boyfriend’s infidelity. A comment I left on a friend’s Facebook post eight years ago about feeling invisible at a family gathering. The comment had four likes and no replies. He found it anyway. Beside it: “Abandonment wound. Activate via selective attention. Make her feel chosen. Make her feel singular. She will do the rest.”

I stop scrolling. Not because I’ve reached the end. Because I’ve reached a column labeled “Approach Vector” and the first entry reads: “Reference Baudrillard essay from her 2020 Twitter thread. She quoted Simulacra and Simulation in a reply to @digitalmediastudies. Deploy in first conversation. Probability of emotional response: 85%+.”

He quoted that essay on our first date.

I thought it was fate. I remember the exact feeling—sitting across from him at the ramen bar on Division Street, my chopsticks halfway to my mouth, my chest filling with that specific warmth that comes from being understood by a stranger. Not the shallow understanding of someone who nods along. The deep kind. The kind where someone reaches into the machinery of your mind and touches a gear you didn’t know was exposed.

That gear was exposed because I exposed it. Three years ago, on a platform I barely remember using, in a conversation that got twelve impressions. He was one of them.

I scroll down. There are other tabs at the bottom of the spreadsheet. Other names. I count them. Four before mine. Four women who sat where I’m sitting—maybe not at this table, maybe not at 2 a.m., but somewhere in the dark, reading themselves reduced to data points and wondering when the love stopped being love and started being code.

One tab is highlighted in red. The label reads “INES C.” I don’t know who Ines is. I don’t know why her tab is different. I don’t know what the red means.

I will.

But right now, at this table, in this shirt that smells like a man I built my future around, the thing I keep coming back to isn’t the betrayal. It’s not the scope of the research or the precision of the method or the four names that came before mine. The thing that sits heaviest—the thing I can’t reason my way out of or reframe or minimize—is this:

It worked.

He studied me like a subject, mirrored me like an algorithm, and built a version of himself calibrated to the exact frequency of my loneliness. And I loved him. Not past tense. Not the diluted, past-tense love of someone who’s processed the grief and moved on. I love him right now, at 2:14 a.m., with his spreadsheet open in front of me and my name in bold in a column marked “Mirror priority: HIGH.”

The body doesn’t know the difference between a real connection and an engineered one. The heart doesn’t audit its sources. And the worst part—the part I will spend the next six months trying to outrun—is the suspicion that there is no difference. That all connection is research. That every first date is a performance. That Theo just got better at it than the rest of us.

I close the laptop. I should have closed it sooner. I should have closed it before I saw my name in someone else’s handwriting, annotated and cross-referenced and scored. But the thing about seeing yourself dismantled into data points is this: you can’t stop reading. Because somewhere in those columns, between “attachment style: anxious” and “trust threshold: low,” is the answer to a question I didn’t know I was asking.

The question isn’t who he really is.

The question is who I really am when I’m not performing.

Act I

The Algorithm of Desire
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MATCH

His profile picture is a man at a farmer’s market, holding a misshapen tomato like it’s a trophy.

That’s what gets me. Not the jawline, not the carefully unstudied hair, not the flannel with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows—though I clock all of it, because I’m a designer and noticing composition is an occupational disease. What gets me is the tomato. It’s ugly. It’s the kind of tomato a person buys because they actually cook, not because they want to photograph their cutting board for Instagram. It suggests someone who values substance over aesthetics, and I realize as I’m thinking this that I’m already narrating a personality from a single jpeg, which is exactly what the app wants me to do.

His name is Theo. His bio reads: “UX researcher. Ambidextrous. Unreasonably optimistic about public transit. Will argue that the best meal you’ve ever had was probably an accident.”

I screenshot it and send it to Lena.

“Thoughts?” I type.

Three dots. Then: “Marry him immediately.”

Then: “Wait. Ambidextrous? Is that a sex thing?”

Then: “Swipe right. I’m not asking.”

I swipe right. Kindred tells me it’s a match. The little animation—two overlapping circles, a Venn diagram of alleged compatibility—plays across my screen, and I feel the small, stupid dopamine hit that I pretend I’m above. I’m not above it. Nobody is above it. The entire economy of online dating runs on the neuroscience of that half-second reward, and every time I tell myself I’m using the app rather than the app using me, I’m probably wrong.

Theo messages first. Not “hey,” not “what’s up,” not a gif of a waving bear—the unholy trinity of openers that make me want to lock my phone in a drawer. He writes:

“Your third photo looks like it was taken by someone who actually likes you. That’s rare on here. Most people’s friends seem to secretly hate them.”

I laugh. Out loud, in my apartment, alone, at 9:47 p.m. on a Tuesday, and the sound surprises me because I’ve been working on a book cover for six hours and haven’t spoken to another human since the barista at Extracto said “oat milk cortado” back to me like a confirmation code.

I type back: “That’s my sister. She does like me, but only between the hours of 10 a.m. and 6 p.m. After that it’s conditional.”

His reply is fast. “Conditional affection is underrated. Keeps everyone motivated.”

We go back and forth for an hour. He’s funny without performing it—the jokes land sideways, in the spaces between sentences, rather than arriving announced and waiting for applause. He asks questions that are slightly too specific to be generic: not “what do you do?” but “what’s the project you’re working on right now that you’re procrastinating by being on this app?” I tell him about the book cover—a literary thriller, a woman’s face half-submerged in water. He says, “There’s a Baudrillard essay about how surfaces contain more truth than depth. You’re basically designing that.”

I put my phone down. I pick it up. I put it down again.

Because here is the thing about that essay. I know it. I don’t just know it—I quoted it, three years ago, in a Twitter thread about semiotics in book design that exactly fourteen people interacted with. It was the most niche, self-indulgent thing I’ve ever posted, and I deleted the thread six months later because it felt like shouting into a canyon and hearing nothing back. Nobody references that essay in casual conversation. Nobody brings up Baudrillard on a dating app as if it’s a thing normal people do while holding a misshapen tomato.

Unless they’re exactly the kind of person I’ve spent three years on these apps hoping to find.

I pick up my phone. “You’ve read Baudrillard?”

“Read is generous. Survived is more accurate. I had a professor in college who treated Simulacra and Simulation like scripture. Some of it stuck.”

I stare at the screen. The rational part of my brain—the part that designs for a living, that understands how visual systems manipulate attention—knows that coincidence is just pattern recognition with a marketing budget. People in Portland read theory. It’s a city where you can’t throw a rock without hitting a philosophy minor. The overlap means nothing.

But the other part of my brain—the part that’s been on Kindred for four months and has been on six first dates that felt like job interviews and two second dates that felt like community service—that part says: this is different.

This feels like recognition.

I tell Lena the next morning, over coffee at our usual spot on Hawthorne. I’m sitting in the window seat I always take, the one with the view of the vintage record shop across the street, and I’m talking too fast.

“He referenced Baudrillard,” I say. “On a dating app.”

Lena stirs her latte with a focus that suggests she’s performing patience. “Baby. I love you. But you’re the only person I know who considers French philosophy a turn-on.”

“It’s not—that’s not the point. The point is that he brought it up naturally. Like it was just part of how he thinks. Not to impress me. Not as a bit. He just... said it.”

“Wren.” Lena puts down her spoon. “That’s not a red flag. That’s a green skyscraper. Go on a date with this man before he gets hit by a bus or discovers crypto.”

So I do. We pick Thursday. He suggests a ramen bar on Division Street—casual, specific, not trying too hard. The kind of place where the menu is handwritten on a chalkboard and the tables are close enough that your knees touch whether you want them to or not. I arrive four minutes early and spend those four minutes in my car adjusting the angle of my earrings and wondering when I became the kind of person who adjusts earrings for a man she’s exchanged forty-seven messages with.

He’s already there. Sitting at a corner table, reading something on his phone, and when he looks up and sees me, his face does a thing I will think about for weeks: it opens. Not a smile, exactly. More like a door swinging inward. Like he was closed and now he’s not, and the reason is me.

I am maybe seventy percent sure that I’m reading too much into a facial expression.

The other thirty percent is already in love.

“Wren,” he says, standing. Not a question. A statement. As if he’s confirming something he already knew.

“Theo,” I say back, and it feels like an answer.

Dinner is two hours that feel like twenty minutes. He asks about my design work with genuine curiosity—not the “oh, that’s so cool” brush-off people give creative professions, but the kind of questions that suggest he understands how visual systems work. He talks about UX research—how his job is essentially studying the gap between what people say they want and what they actually do. “Every interface is a lie,” he says, twirling noodles around his chopsticks. “The good ones are the lies people prefer.”

I laugh. He watches me laugh with an attention that feels like sunlight—focused, warm, almost too direct.

We talk about Portland. About the weird guilt of loving a city that’s been gentrified past recognition. About the rain, which he says he doesn’t mind because it gives the city a low ceiling and low ceilings make people more honest. We talk about food—he tells me his theory about accidental meals, how the best thing you’ve ever eaten was probably a Tuesday night mistake, not a reservation you made six weeks in advance. We argue about whether pineapple belongs on pizza (he says yes, because “sweet and savory isn’t a crime, it’s a dialectic”) and I realize I’m arguing with a man about pizza toppings on a first date and I haven’t checked my phone once in two hours.

On the walk back to my car, he stops at a corner and says, “I had a really good time.”

“Me too.”

“Can I tell you something honest?”

I nod.

“I almost didn’t message you. Your profile was—you seemed like someone who would see through me. And that’s terrifying.”

I search his face for the performance. I’m good at that—or I think I am. Years of dating in a city full of men who’ve perfected the art of seeming deep while being decorative has given me a finely tuned bullshit detector. I look at Theo, standing under a streetlight that turns his hair the color of weak tea, and I don’t find the performance.

What I find is a man who looks slightly scared and is saying so.

I go home. I don’t sleep. I lie in bed and replay every sentence he said, testing each one for weight, for texture, for the thing I’m always looking for and never quite finding: the sense that someone meant exactly what they said and nothing else.

I draft my text to him four times. The first version is too eager. The second is too cool. The third is trying to be funny and isn’t. The fourth is: “I had a really good time too. The Baudrillard bit still hasn’t worn off.”

I delete it. I write a fifth: “Thursday was great. When can I see you again?”

Direct. Simple. Nothing to decode.

I send it before I can delete it again, and I set my phone facedown on the nightstand, and I stare at the ceiling, and I don’t notice that I’m doing exactly what he’s doing—drafting, editing, calibrating my words for maximum effect, performing a version of casual that is anything but.

We are, both of us, curating ourselves for an audience of one.

The only difference is that I don’t know I’m doing it.
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Chapter 2
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NESSA

Two things happen in forty-eight hours that will rearrange the architecture of my life, and I don’t recognize either one as a threat.

The first is the ramen bar. Theo and I go back—same corner table, same handwritten menu, different order because he says eating the same thing twice at a restaurant is “emotional cowardice.” I order the tantanmen. He orders the shoyu. We trade bowls halfway through, which requires leaning across the narrow table, and our fingers touch on the rim of the ceramic, and I feel a current run through my hand that is both chemical and completely manufactured by my own desperate wanting, and I do not care about the distinction.

Theo tells me about his work. UX research at a company called Lark, which builds enterprise software that is, by his own admission, not interesting. “But the research part,” he says, and his eyes change—not brighter, exactly, but more focused, as if someone tightened a lens. “The research part is about understanding why people make the choices they make. Not what they say their reasons are—the real reasons. The ones they don’t have language for.”

“That sounds like therapy,” I say.

“Therapy with better data.” He smiles. The smile doesn’t reach his eyes on the left side, and I find that imperfection more attractive than symmetry because it suggests a real face rather than a practiced one. “We run studies. We watch people interact with interfaces. And what you learn, over and over, is that people don’t want what they think they want. They want what they feel. The interface just needs to match the feeling.”

I think about this on the walk home. I think about it while I brush my teeth. I think about it in bed, staring at the ceiling, which is becoming my default post-Theo activity. The interface just needs to match the feeling. It’s a statement about software design, but it sounds like a statement about love.

I fall asleep with my phone on my chest, his last text glowing through my closed eyelids: “Sleep well, Wren. I’m already thinking about Thursday.”

* * *
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THE SECOND THING HAPPENS the next morning.

I’m at Extracto, my regular coffee shop on Hawthorne, in my regular window seat, with my regular oat milk cortado dusted with cinnamon—a specific order I’ve been making for two years, documented once in an Instagram story about “the small rituals that keep freelancers sane.” The story expired in twenty-four hours. I didn’t save it. But the internet has a longer memory than I do.

The woman at the counter orders an oat milk cortado with cinnamon.

I notice because it’s not a common order. Most people at Extracto drink pour-overs or Americanos. Oat milk cortado with cinnamon is a choice, and I’m a person who notices choices.

She turns from the counter with her drink and scans the room for a seat. The coffee shop is full—the only open spot is the stool at the far end of the bar, or the other chair at my table by the window. She catches my eye. I gesture at the empty chair. She smiles and sits down.

“Thanks,” she says. “I’m Nessa.”

She’s around my age, maybe a year or two older. Short dark hair, blunt cut, tucked behind one ear. Eyes that hold contact a beat longer than most people’s—not aggressive, just present, as if she’s decided to pay attention to me and won’t stop until she’s done. She’s wearing a denim jacket over a black turtleneck, and on her inner wrist there’s a small tattoo: a semicolon.

“Wren,” I say. “You just moved here?”

“To the neighborhood, yeah. Just a few weeks ago. I’m still figuring out which coffee shop earns the daily visit. This one’s in the lead.”

“It’s the cortado,” I say, lifting mine. “The cinnamon is the move.”

She laughs. “Exact same order. That’s either a good sign or evidence that we’re both the same specific kind of pretentious.”

I like her immediately. There’s a precision to the way she talks that reminds me of the design principle of negative space—what she doesn’t say shapes what she does. She’s warm without being effusive. Interested without being intrusive. She asks what I do and when I say graphic design, she asks what I’m working on, and when I describe the book cover—the woman half-submerged—she says, “That’s about the line between visibility and drowning, right? The face is half-seen, half-gone.”

I stare at her. “That’s—yes. That’s exactly what I’m going for.”

“I read too much into visual things,” she says, waving a hand. “Occupational hazard. I’m a journalist.”

We talk for forty minutes. She writes for a Portland publication I haven’t heard of—*The Understory*—covering tech and media. She’s interested in the ethics of digital platforms, how social media shapes identity, the gap between who people are and who they perform. When she describes her beat, I feel the same recognition I felt with Theo: the sense of meeting someone who lives in the same corner of the world you do, who’s been thinking the same thoughts and didn’t know you were thinking them too.

Before she leaves, she pulls out her phone. “Can I get your number? I don’t know many people in the neighborhood yet, and this was the best conversation I’ve had in weeks.”

I give her my number. She texts me immediately: a single emoji, a little bird.

“Because Wren,” she says, smiling. “Get it?”

I walk home feeling something I haven’t felt in a long time: abundance. Two new people in two days. A man who quotes French philosophy and a woman who reads visual art like text. Portland has been handing me the same six archetypes for years—the tech bro, the comedian who isn’t funny, the guy who’s “really into fermentation”—and now, suddenly, two humans who speak my specific frequency.

It feels like luck.

It feels like something I earned by being patient, by not settling, by refusing to shrink myself into the generic mold that dating apps reward.

It feels, and I know this is a loaded word, like it was meant to happen.

* * *
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THURSDAY, THEO AND I have our second real date. He picks a Thai place in Alberta—a neighborhood he says he doesn’t spend enough time in, which is the kind of self-aware Portland statement that makes me trust him more than it should. We sit outside because the rain has paused, and Portland evenings in late spring have a quality of light that makes everything look like the last scene of an indie film—golden and temporary.

He asks about my family. I give him the edited version: mom in Lake Oswego, remarried, sister named Maren, dad in Tucson. I don’t mention that my father left when I was eleven. I don’t mention that he left without a fight, without a scene, without the narrative dignity of a dramatic exit. He simply became someone else’s father in a different state, as if families were interchangeable parts.

“And you?” I ask.

“Grew up in Bend. Mom was a real estate agent—the kind who could sell you a house while making you feel like you were doing her a favor. Dad drove trucks, so he was mostly a phone call. I came to Portland for school and stayed for the rain.”

He says it simply, without the weighted pauses that signal a rehearsed backstory. I believe him. I want to believe him. These are not the same thing, but at 8 p.m. on a Thursday in Alberta with the light going gold, I don’t have the energy to parse the difference.

“What made you get into UX?” I ask.

“I’m interested in what makes people feel understood. Not in a therapy way—I’m not qualified for that. But in a systems way. Why does one interface make you feel welcome and another make you feel surveilled? It’s the same data flowing in both directions. The difference is the design.”

“You’re saying the design creates the feeling.”

“I’m saying the design is the feeling. You can’t separate them. People think there’s a real experience underneath the presentation, but there isn’t. The presentation is the experience.”

I should write that down. It sounds like something I’d underline in a book and photograph for Instagram. Instead, I look at Theo across the table, and I think: this man talks the way I think. Not in the shallow sense of agreeing with me—in the structural sense. The architecture of his reasoning is the same as mine. We build arguments the same way. We circle the same questions.

The probability that this is coincidence is, I tell myself, maybe forty percent.

The probability that this is something real is the other sixty, and sixty is more than enough to build on.

After dinner, he walks me to my car. He puts his hand on my arm—not my hand, not my waist, my arm, just above the elbow, a specific and careful placement that feels like punctuation rather than presumption.

“Wren,” he says.

“Theo.”

“I want to see you again. I know that’s not how you’re supposed to say it—you’re supposed to wait, play it cool, let three days pass. But I don’t want to be cool about this. I want to see you again.”

I drive home with the window down and the night air on my face, and I think: this is what it’s supposed to feel like. This is the thing I’ve been holding a space for. This is the reason I didn’t settle for the fermentation guy or the unfunny comedian or any of the perfectly adequate men who wanted a perfectly adequate life. Because this exists. This is real.

I text Nessa when I get home. I don’t know why—I could text Lena, I could text Maren. But Nessa feels like the right audience for this. She’ll understand the nuance.

“Second date. I think I’m in trouble.”

Her reply comes in two minutes: “The best kind of trouble or the kind that requires bail money?”

“The kind that makes me want to delete the app and stop looking.”

“Then stop looking.”

I stare at those two words. They feel like permission. Like the permission I’ve been waiting for—not from Lena, who would say “it’s been two dates, calm down,” and not from Maren, who would say “be careful,” but from someone who understands that sometimes you know. Sometimes the data is in and the algorithm has spoken and the only thing left is to trust it.

I don’t notice that Nessa’s response is calibrated—that it gives me exactly what I need without offering the counterargument I don’t want to hear. I don’t notice because it feels like friendship, and friendship isn’t supposed to have a strategy.

“I feel like I’ve known you for years,” she’d said at the coffee shop, smiling over her cortado.

I took it as a compliment.

It wasn’t a feeling. It was a fact. She had known me for years. She’d read every review I’d posted, every playlist I’d published, every comment I’d left on every platform I’d forgotten I’d used. She’d studied the map of my preferences and built a version of herself that would fit inside it like a key in a lock.

But I don’t know that yet.

Tonight, she’s just a new friend who gets it.

Tonight, I have two people in my life who see me.

And I’m too happy to wonder why that precision feels so effortless.
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Chapter 3
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THE RIGHT FREQUENCY

Theo knows about the Velvet Carousel.

This is the detail I keep circling back to, the one I can’t file under coincidence no matter how many times I try. The Velvet Carousel was a three-piece band out of Olympia, Washington, that released one album in 2017 and dissolved before the year was out. They were too weird for indie rock and too structured for noise—a sort of art-pop experiment that sounded like Bjork covering Fleetwood Mac in a cathedral. I discovered them during a late-night spiral on Bandcamp during college, bought their album for seven dollars, and listened to it approximately four hundred times over the course of one winter. They had maybe six hundred monthly listeners on Spotify. They had no Wikipedia page. They had, to my knowledge, no cultural presence outside a very small circle of people who frequented the same corners of the internet I did.

Theo mentions them on our third date, which is a walk through Forest Park on a Saturday afternoon when the rain has agreed to a temporary ceasefire. We’re on the Wildwood Trail, half a mile from the trailhead, and he’s telling me about a road trip he took up the coast last summer when he says, casually, “I had this album on repeat the whole drive. The Velvet Carousel—do you know them?”
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