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Chapter 1 – Signals and Symptoms

Welvin had been through many so-called “technological revolutions” over the years — the ill-fated self-driving dune buggy trial of 2014, the short-lived “fax-to-pager” municipal notice system, and, of course, the regrettable “digital clam bake” initiative that left three harbor buoys smoking for weeks.

But nothing had prepared the town for W.E.L.V.E. — the Welvin Emergency Life & Valentine Enhancer.

The mayor stood on the courthouse steps at noon sharp, flanked by a local news crew and two high school theater students dressed as anthropomorphic smartphones. She spoke about “safety,” “community connectivity,” and “love in the digital age” as though those things belonged in the same sentence.

By 12:03, the first alert went out.


W.E.L.V.E. ALERT #0001:

Reassess your relationship before it reassesses you.



It hit every phone, smart speaker, and digital billboard in town at once. Within fifteen minutes, divorce lawyers had waiting lists. Two engagements combusted mid-proposal. A dog-walking couple on Main Street stopped, stared at each other for a full thirty seconds, and quietly walked in opposite directions without speaking.

Frank Peniston leaned against Madge, his 2005 Chevy Malibu, trying to decide if the tone of the alert sounded more like “helpful friend” or “passive-aggressive aunt,” when his own phone buzzed with a follow-up:


Remember: distance makes the heart grow fonder. Too much distance makes it leave.
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