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"Silence is not the absence of speech. It is speech, perfected."

— Elise Marchetti, The Architecture of Quiet

For everyone who signed.

And for everyone who didn't get the choice.
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Exhibit A

The deposition room smells like new carpet and old decisions. That chemical sweetness they spray on industrial weave to make it tolerable, layered over something staler—recycled air that's been breathed by too many lawyers in too many identical rooms. I count the ceiling tiles while they set up. Twenty-two across, fourteen deep. Three hundred and eight rectangles of acoustic foam between me and the sky.

I've done the math. I do the math on everything now.

"Ms. Finch." The attorney across the table—Meridian's lead counsel, a woman named Diane Park whose LinkedIn describes her as a 'dispute resolution architect'—opens a manila folder with the precision of someone defusing ordnance. "Thank you for being here today."

I wasn't given a choice, but I nod anyway. Manners. My mother's last functioning lesson before the vodka took the wheel.

"I'd like to direct your attention to the agreement you executed on March fourteenth, two thousand twenty-four." She slides a document across the table. Forty-seven pages. I know it's forty-seven because I've counted them so many times the number has its own taste—metallic, like a penny held under the tongue. "Specifically, Section Nine, Subsection C, Paragraph Four. Can you read the relevant clause aloud for the record?"

My lawyer, Celia Whitfield—a sixty-two-year-old former federal prosecutor who took this case pro bono and is worth more per hour than the opposing counsel bills—puts her hand on my arm. A warning. I ignore it.

I read: "The Receiving Party agrees not to disclose, disseminate, or otherwise communicate, in any medium, including but not limited to oral, written, electronic, gestural, or performative communication, any information relating to the circumstances of the Receiving Party's separation from the Company."

I look up. Diane Park watches me the way a cat watches a doorknob—patient, certain it'll turn eventually.

"Ms. Finch, did you or did you not violate the terms of your separation agreement?"

"That depends," I say, "on what you mean by 'talk.'"

Pete's hand tightens on my arm. I can feel the objection forming in his throat like a hairball. But the question isn't legal. It's philosophical. And philosophy—the gap between what a word means and what a word does—is the only territory I have left.

Diane Park tilts her head. The court reporter's fingers hover above the keys, waiting for the next thing worth recording. The fluorescent lights hum a frequency that's just below music and just above migraine.

"The agreement is quite clear, Ms. Finch. Section Nine—"

"Section Nine prohibits me from talking," I say. "I didn't talk."

"Then how would you characterize your activities over the past twelve months?"

I consider the question. The LinkedIn posts with their careful, lawyered emptiness. The panel appearances where I said everything by saying nothing. The calls to four women I'd never met, all of us bound by the same forty-seven pages, all of us choking on the same penny-taste. The journalist with the red notebook who sat across from me in a Tenderloin coffee shop and watched me speak in hypotheticals like a woman describing a fire from behind soundproof glass.

"I showed them," I say.

Diane Park's pen stops moving. It's a Montegrappa—the kind they give to partners at Am Law 100 firms, the one that says I bill more per hour than you earn in a day. She sets it down with a click that sounds, in the dead air of this room, like a small bone breaking.

"You showed them."

"I couldn't talk about what happened." I lean forward. Not much. Half an inch. Enough that the court reporter glances up. "So I showed them."

Silence. The good kind. The kind where everyone in the room is recalculating.

Pete clears his throat. "My client would like to note for the record that she has, at every juncture, sought to comply with the terms of her agreement. Any public statements were vetted by counsel and were determined to fall within the boundaries of protected speech under California Labor Code Section 1102.5."

Pete is reading from his notes. I can see the highlighter marks from here—yellow for safe, pink for danger. The page is mostly pink.

Diane Park ignores him. She's still looking at me. Her eyes are the color of slate, which is to say the color of something that was once alive and is now used for countertops.

"Ms. Finch, I'm going to show you a series of documents. Exhibit A through Exhibit F. I'd like you to confirm whether you authored, co-authored, or otherwise contributed to each one."

She spreads them across the table. I know what they are before I see them. The LinkedIn posts. The panel transcripts. The encrypted messages. The spreadsheet where I mapped five women's exits onto a single timeline and saw the pattern—the machine—for the first time.

Exhibit A is the post that started it. Three paragraphs on LinkedIn, written at two in the morning in my apartment in the Inner Richmond while fog pressed against the window like something trying to get in. One hundred and sixty-seven words. No names. No company. No details that could trigger the forty-seven pages. Just a question, posed to the void:

What happens to the people who can't tell you what happened to them?

Fourteen thousand views in six hours. Twenty-two hundred reactions. Three hundred comments. And one phone call from my lawyer at 7:08 a.m.: "What the hell are you doing, Orla?"

"I'll confirm Exhibit A," I say. "I wrote it."

Diane Park nods. Makes a note. The Montegrappa glides across legal pad like a figure skater—smooth, deliberate, performing for an audience of one.

"And would you say that this post was intended to communicate information about the circumstances of your separation from Meridian AI?"

"I'd say," I tell her, "that it was intended to ask a question."

"A question."

"A question. About a system. Not about a company. Not about a person. About the architecture of silence itself. About what happens when you take a person's story and lock it in a filing cabinet and tell them the filing cabinet is for their own protection."

I'm talking too much. Pete's hand is back on my arm, firmer now, and I can feel the four-hundred-an-hour grip tightening. But something has come loose in me, the way a tooth comes loose—not all at once, but through months of quiet pressure until one day you push your tongue against it and feel it give.

"The question," Diane Park says, "was rhetorical."

"All the good ones are."

She stares at me for a long moment. Then she moves to Exhibit B.

I watch her turn the pages and I think about the first time I walked into Meridian's office on Mission Street—the glass walls, the open floor plan, the sign in the lobby that read RADICAL TRANSPARENCY in a font designed to look handwritten but was, of course, precisely engineered. I think about Kael Morrow standing at the whiteboard, drawing the future in dry-erase marker, and how I believed him. How we all believed him. How belief, in San Francisco, is the only currency that doesn't depreciate.

I think about the forty-seven pages I signed in a conference room that smelled exactly like this one.

I think about the five of us—the women who signed, the women who were erased, the women who discovered, too late, that their silence was load-bearing—and how we found each other, and what it cost.

I think about Sloane Atherton, and the seat she always chose, and the lie I believed for far too long.

But first, let me tell you about the forty-seven pages.

ACT I

THE ARCHITECTURE OF SILENCE
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Forty-Seven Pages

The thing about a non-disclosure agreement is that it looks like every other document you've ever signed. Same cream-colored paper. Same twelve-point font that law firms use because it's readable but not friendly—functional, like a hospital gown. Same margins wide enough to write panic in. You sign it the way you sign a lease or a gym membership or a waiver at a trampoline park, with that muscle memory of compliance that Americans develop somewhere between their first permission slip and their last will and testament.

Except this one was forty-seven pages.

That's a lot of silence for one person.

I'm sitting cross-legged on my bed in the Inner Richmond, which is the part of San Francisco where fog goes to retire. It's eleven in the morning and I haven't opened the blinds because the light on this block is the color of skim milk and does nothing for morale. My apartment is a one-bedroom whose landlord describes it as 'cozy,' which in San Francisco means you can touch both walls if you stand in the middle and stretch. The building smells like eucalyptus from Golden Gate Park on good days and like someone else's cooking on all the others.

The NDA is spread across my comforter. All forty-seven pages. I've printed it on my home printer—an inkjet that cost eighty-nine dollars at Staples and has already consumed a hundred and forty in cartridges, which is the kind of math that explains why I signed the agreement in the first place. Each page is annotated. Pink highlighter for the clauses that restrict my speech. Yellow for the ones that restrict my behavior. Green for the financial provisions. Blue for the definitions section, which is eleven pages long because Meridian's lawyers believe that if you define a word precisely enough, it stops meaning anything at all.

I know this document the way a prisoner knows the walls of their cell. I've memorized the cadence of its clauses. I can recite Section Nine in my sleep—I know because I have, according to my ex-roommate, who moved out in January citing 'the talking' as a factor, though I suspect it was more about the index cards I'd taped to every mirror in the apartment with key NDA provisions written in red marker. 'Like living in a conspiracy theory,' she said on her way out, and I didn't correct her because the difference between a conspiracy theory and a conspiracy is just a matter of evidence, and mine was organized by subsection.

Section 9(c)(iv) is the one I return to most. The clause that prohibits me from communicating 'in any medium, including but not limited to oral, written, electronic, gestural, or performative communication, any information relating to the circumstances of the Receiving Party's separation from the Company.' I read this clause the way theologians read difficult scripture—searching for the gaps between the words, the air pockets where meaning hasn't been sealed.

Performative communication. I've spent four months on those two words. What does it mean to perform the truth? When I stand on a panel at a tech conference and describe, in the abstract, how NDAs function as instruments of erasure—is that performance? When I post on LinkedIn about 'the cost of silence in innovation ecosystems'—is that a show? When I lie awake at three in the morning composing sentences I'll never say to people I'll never name about things that definitely happened in rooms that definitely exist—is that theater?

My pen clicks between my fingers—index and middle, like a cigarette I never learned to smoke. Click. Click. Click. Three beats. The rhythm of thinking.

I pull up the Wired article on my laptop. Kael Morrow's face fills the screen, chin tilted at the precise angle that says visionary rather than arrogant, though the margin between those two things in San Francisco is about fifteen degrees and a funding round. THE EMPATHY ENGINE, the headline reads. HOW KAEL MORROW IS TEACHING AI TO UNDERSTAND US. The profile is four thousand words long and mentions sixteen people by name. I am not one of them. Neither are the four other women who left Meridian AI with separation agreements in the same eighteen-month window. We are the white space in the article—the silence between the sentences—and I have become very good at reading silence.

The profile quotes Kael saying, "Empathy is data." I read that line six times when it published. I've read it maybe a hundred times since. Three words that sound like a TED Talk bumper sticker but are, I now understand, a confession. Empathy is data. He meant it literally. He always meant everything literally. That was the trick of him—he sounded like a poet, but he operated like a spreadsheet.

I close the laptop. Open it again. Close it. The compulsion has its own logic, like checking a lock you know is locked. I've been doing this for eighteen months—circling the thing I can't name, touching the edges of it, pulling my hand back. An orbit of obsession that my therapist calls 'approach-avoidance behavior' and that I call 'Tuesday.'

My phone is on the nightstand. There's a text message I received two days ago that I haven't answered. Unknown number, 415 area code—local. The message reads: I'm writing about Meridian. I think you have a story. — NR

NR. I Googled the number. Nayeli Rojas, technology correspondent, Financial Times. Twenty-nine years old. Columbia Journalism School, class of 2021. Before the FT, she wrote for The Verge and Protocol. Her beat is AI companies and their discontents. She has a particular interest—I can see it threaded through her bylines like a watermark—in the gap between what tech companies say they do and what they actually do. Her Twitter bio reads: 'Asking questions that have NDAs for answers.'

Cute. Also reckless. Also exactly the kind of person who could ruin my life or save it, and I'm not yet sure which option is worse.

I haven't responded because responding is a decision, and decisions in my current situation are like moves in chess—each one forecloses a dozen others. If I talk to a journalist, I'm a source. If I'm a source, I'm a target. If I'm a target, the forty-seven pages become a weapon instead of a cage, and I've spent eighteen months learning the dimensions of this cage and I am not ready to learn what the weapon feels like.

But I saved her number. I named the contact 'NR — FT' and I placed it in a folder on my phone labeled 'Later,' which is where I put things I've already decided to do but haven't yet given myself permission to admit.

The math doesn't work. That's what I keep coming back to. Five women, five NDAs, five exits in eighteen months—and none of us have ever spoken to each other. We are isolated by design. The NDA doesn't just prevent us from talking to the public. It prevents us from talking to each other, because any conversation between us is, by definition, a conversation 'relating to the circumstances of the Receiving Party's separation from the Company,' and Section Nine doesn't care if the other person in the conversation signed the same forty-seven pages.

We are each sealed in our own individual silence. Five jars on a shelf, each containing the same specimen, each labeled CONFIDENTIAL.

I hold my pen between my fingers. Click. Click.

The phone buzzes. Not Nayeli this time. My mother, calling from a 301 area code—Bethesda, Maryland, where she still lives in the house my father's truth burned down. I let it ring. She'll leave a voicemail that starts with 'Just checking in, sweetheart' and ends with a sentence that trails off into whatever she's drinking. I love my mother the way you love a building that's been condemned—with the specific grief of knowing it was beautiful once and the specific helplessness of watching it settle.

My father told the truth once. I watched what it cost. I was eleven and I still carry the receipt.

I pick up Nayeli's text again. Read it one more time. I'm writing about Meridian. I think you have a story.

I do have a story. The problem is the forty-seven pages between me and the telling of it. The problem is that Meridian's lawyers are better than my lawyers—plural is generous; I have Pete Nakamura, who is one man and a paralegal named Beth who works Tuesdays and Thursdays—and Meridian's lawyers are paid to ensure that my story stays exactly where they put it: inside a filing cabinet, inside a clause, inside a system designed to convert human experience into legal silence.

But here's what Meridian's lawyers don't understand about me, and what I am only now beginning to understand about myself: I am a product person. I have spent my entire career looking at systems—at the way information flows through interfaces, at the points where a user's intent meets a system's design, at the seams where architecture fails. And an NDA is a product. It has a user experience. It has edge cases. It has design flaws.

And I am very, very good at finding design flaws.

I open my laptop. I navigate to LinkedIn. I begin composing a post.

My phone buzzes again. The same unknown number. A second message from NR:

There are five of you. I've talked to none of you. You're the first one who hasn't blocked me yet.

I read it twice. Then I save the message. Then I go back to the LinkedIn draft and write a sentence that says nothing and means everything, and I schedule it to post at 9 a.m. tomorrow because that's when the algorithm favors thought leadership content, and even resistance, in this city, has a growth strategy.

But underneath the strategy—underneath the product-person logic, the edge-case mapping, the careful calculus of what I can say without saying it—there is something else. Something I do not put in the LinkedIn post. Something I barely let myself think, because thinking it would mean admitting that eighteen months of strategic silence have not actually protected me from anything. They've just given me time to build a better cage.

The thing underneath is this: I am afraid that if I open my mouth, what comes out won't be the version I've rehearsed. It won't be the clean narrative—the brave whistleblower, the principled objector, the woman who saw something wrong and said something. It'll be the other version. The real one. The one where I built the door the data walked through. The one where I knew, six months before I said a word, that something was wrong with what we were building. The one where I waited because the product was winning, and winning felt like being chosen, and I wasn't ready to give that up.

Forty-seven pages of silence. And the loudest thing they're keeping quiet isn't what Meridian did to me.

It's what I did before they did it.

My phone buzzes a third time. I look down.

Nayeli Rojas: I can meet whenever. Coffee. No recorders. Just a conversation.

I pick up the pen. Click it once. Hold it still.

Then I type: Tomorrow. 10 am. Café Réveille on Clement. Come alone.

I press send before I can calculate the consequences, which is how I know this is important. Orla Finch doesn't do anything without calculating the consequences. Orla Finch has a spreadsheet for her anxieties, organized by probability and severity, color-coded in a schema she invented at twenty-two and has never shared with another human being.

I press send, and for the first time in eighteen months, the forty-seven pages feel like what they are: paper.
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The Profile

Kael Morrow has the kind of face that photographs agree with. Angular enough to suggest discipline, soft enough at the mouth to suggest warmth, and framed by hair that went silver at the temples at exactly the right moment in his career—sometime between Series B and the first Davos invitation, as if even his follicles understood the optics.

I know this because I'm looking at his face right now. Seven photos in the Wired profile, each one art-directed to convey a different brand attribute. Photo one: Kael at the whiteboard, sleeves rolled to the forearms, mid-sketch, the future taking shape in blue marker. Photo two: Kael in the server room, bathed in the cathedral light of rack-mounted LEDs, his expression the one they teach at Stanford Business School—wonder tempered by rigor. Photo three: Kael on the roof of Meridian's Mission Street headquarters, San Francisco stacked behind him like a promise, his hands in his pockets, his chin at that specific angle.

The angle. I used to study it in meetings—the way he'd tilt his head when someone pitched an idea, fifteen degrees to the left, always left, as though he was listening with his better ear. It made people feel heard. It made people say more than they intended. It was a product feature, that tilt, optimized through years of deployment.

The Wired writer is a senior features editor named Brendan something—I've already forgotten his last name, which says something about how I read the piece, which is to say not as a profile of a man but as an autopsy of a narrative. Four thousand words about Meridian AI, and here is what they contain: the founding myth (two Stanford researchers, a garage in Palo Alto, a whiteboard, a conviction that artificial intelligence could be taught not just to process language but to feel it), the growth arc (seed round, Series A, the pivot from B2B to consumer, the acquisition that changed everything), the vision statement ("We're not building tools. We're building understanding."), and the man at the center, Kael Andreas Morrow, forty-two, son of a single mother from Modesto, scholarship kid, self-made prophet of machine empathy.

Here is what the profile does not contain: my name. Or Sloane Atherton's name. Or Margaux Chen's, or Teresa Guidry's, or Dr. Priya Chandrasekaran's—who co-founded the company, whose research made the whole thing possible, and whose existence has been so thoroughly scrubbed from Meridian's public record that searching for her on the company website returns a 404 error with a cartoon robot shrugging its shoulders. Even the erasure is cute.

I read the profile for the eighth time. I'm not looking for new information—I've extracted everything there is to extract, the way you squeeze a lemon until your hands burn. I'm looking for the seams. The places where the narrative skips. The things the writer didn't ask because he didn't know to ask, or asked and was redirected by Kael's gravitational field, which bends questions the way black holes bend light—you enter asking about data ethics and exit talking about the democratization of empathy, and you don't notice the detour until you read your own notes later and wonder where the interview went.

There's one quote I keep circling. Midway through the piece, discussing Meridian's flagship product, Lumen—the AI assistant I spent three years of my life building, the one that can detect emotional states from text input and modulate its responses accordingly, the one that twelve million people now use for everything from therapy alternatives to breakup processing to bedtime stories for anxious children—Kael says:

"Empathy is data. That's what people don't understand. They think empathy is magic—some ineffable human quality that can't be quantified. But it can. Every time someone expresses an emotion, they're generating data. Our job is to listen to that data with the same precision and care that the person deserves."

Empathy is data. I turn the phrase over. It sounds, on first read, like a vision statement—aspirational, slightly grandiose, the kind of thing you'd print on a company hoodie. It sounds like a man who believes in what he's building. It sounds almost tender.

But I know what the data was. I know where it came from. And I know that 'listen to that data with precision and care' is a very elegant way of saying we harvested people's most private moments and fed them to a machine, and when three of those people killed themselves, we filed the correlation as 'coincidental' and kept building.

I don't know that last part yet, the part about the deaths. Not on this morning in my Inner Richmond apartment with the forty-seven pages on my bed and the fog outside. That comes later. Right now, in my timeline, I know only what I knew when I was inside—that the data was wrong, that it came from somewhere it shouldn't have come from, and that when I said so, the building swallowed my voice.

But the quote. Empathy is data. I write it on an index card and pin it to the corkboard above my desk, next to the five names Nayeli texted me and the printed NDA clauses and the small, fraying photograph of my father accepting an engineering award three years before he told the truth and the truth ate him alive.

My father was an electrical engineer at Northlock Defense Systems in Bethesda, Maryland. He designed guidance components for the Talon-IV missile platform. In 2002, he discovered that quality assurance reports for the Talon's navigational processor had been falsified—the chip had a thermal failure rate four times higher than what was reported to the DOD. He reported it internally. Then externally. Then to a congressional subcommittee. The subcommittee held a hearing. The hearing made page A14 of the Washington Post for one day. Northlock fired him, sued him for breach of confidentiality, and blacklisted him so effectively that he spent the next six years applying for jobs that didn't exist. My mother started drinking in year two. They divorced in year four. By year six, we'd moved three times, lost the house, and my father was driving for a car service in Silver Spring, navigating other people's routes because he no longer had one of his own.

I was eleven when it started. Old enough to understand that my father had done something brave and that bravery, in the American economy, is a luxury good with a punishing return.

My father told the truth once. I learned. I learned the way children learn everything that matters—not from the lesson but from the aftermath. Not from the principle but from the price.

So when I discovered what the data was—when I sat at my desk on the fourth floor of Meridian's open-plan office and opened the training pipeline I'd helped build and saw what was flowing through it—I didn't tell the truth. Not immediately. I documented. I saved. I built a case the way you build a product: methodically, with version control. And I waited six months before I walked into Kael Morrow's office and said the words that ended my career.

Six months. I don't put that number in the LinkedIn posts. I don't mention it at the panels. When I tell the story—to my therapist, to Pete, to the mirror—I skip from discovery to disclosure like the gap between them is a weekend instead of half a year. Because six months is the difference between whistleblower and accomplice. Between the woman who saw something and said something, and the woman who saw something, did the math, calculated the cost, and waited until the product had shipped to twenty-seven countries before she decided the equation didn't balance.

In the Wired photos, Kael's left hand is always visible. He gestures with it—open palm, fingers spread, the body language of transparency. But I know the other hand. The one that touches his left ear just before he says something that isn't true. A micro-tell so small that most people register it as a man lost in thought. I clocked it in my third week at Meridian, during an all-hands where he announced the MindBridge acquisition—a mental health app with four million users and a terms-of-service agreement written in language so dense it may as well have been in Sumerian. "This is the future of compassionate technology," Kael said, left hand open, right hand drifting to his earlobe. I watched his fingers press against the cartilage—a touch so light it was almost nothing. Almost.

I didn't know then what it meant. I filed it away the way a product person files everything—as a data point awaiting context. The context came later. The context always comes later. That's the architecture of deception: the data arrives in real time, but the pattern only resolves in retrospect.

I close the Wired article. I open a new browser tab. I type Nayeli Rojas and read her work for the second time in twenty-four hours. I'm not researching her anymore. I'm rehearsing. I'm running the simulation of tomorrow's conversation—the coffee shop on Clement, the careful hypotheticals, the words I can say and the words that are locked behind forty-seven pages of cream-colored paper—and I'm trying to find the path through the maze that gets me to the other side without leaving fingerprints on the walls.

There is a part of me—the part that is my father's daughter, the part that remembers the congressional hearing and the A14 headline and the look on his face when the subcommittee thanked him for his service and did precisely nothing—that wants to open my mouth and tell Nayeli everything. The data. The acquisition. The pipeline I built. The six months I waited. The conference room where they handed me a pen that cost more than the paralegal who notarized the agreement, and told me to sign, and I signed, because $43,000 in student loans is a number and principles are an idea, and numbers win.

But I am not my father. My father was a man who believed that the truth, spoken plainly, would activate the system's immune response—that institutions would self-correct because self-correction was their purpose. He was wrong. The system's immune response targeted him, the foreign body, and expelled him with the efficient cruelty of a machine doing exactly what it was designed to do.

I will not speak plainly. I will speak in code. I will speak in negative space, in omission, in the gaps between what is said and what is understood. I will say everything without saying anything, and the forty-seven pages will watch, and the forty-seven pages will not be violated, and somewhere inside the architecture of my silence, the truth will find its own way out.

Or it won't. And I'll spend the rest of my life clicking this pen in an apartment that smells like eucalyptus and someone else's cooking, reading Kael Morrow's face on a screen and wondering if the woman I was before I signed is someone I can get back to.

Click. Click.

Tomorrow. 10 a.m. Café Réveille.

I save Nayeli's number. I place it in the folder labeled 'Later.'

Then I move it to 'Now.'
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Chapter 3
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The Rules

Nayeli Rojas drinks her coffee the way she does everything else—fast, without looking at it, as if the beverage is an obstacle between her and the next question. She's shorter than I expected from her byline photo, which is the kind of headshot where the photographer shoots upward to add authority. In person, she's compact—everything pulled tight, kinetic, vibrating at a frequency that makes the silverware nervous.

We're at Café Réveille on Clement Street, which I chose because it's loud enough that no one can overhear us and quiet enough that I can hear every word she says. Also because it's in the Richmond, which is my neighborhood, which means I can leave quickly if I need to, and in eighteen months of strategic paranoia, the ability to leave quickly has become a design requirement for every room I enter.

"So," Nayeli says. She has a red Moleskine notebook open on the table, its spine cracked with use. She holds her pen poised above the page in a way that is—I recognize this because I've done it—a performance. The pen says I'm listening. The pen says this is important. The pen says you are being recorded in a medium that feels more intimate than a microphone. "You agreed to meet. That's more than the others gave me."
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