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If the tongue of the reject is wide on its throat and hangs down from its mouth, an enemy will seize my border city through revolt.


—ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIAN OMEN


I feel as if I’ve been looking for you for a very long time.


—REYNOLDS WOODCOCK, PHANTOM THREAD
 (WRITTEN BY PAUL THOMAS ANDERSON)










Note



This book is an account of a relationship with technology. My personal experiences have been reconstructed based on thousands of contemporaneous screenshots, text messages, and recordings, and my personal data archives, medical records, and notes. Other details are based on my own recollections. The internet moves quickly, and some of the apps, websites, and products discussed in these pages have undergone changes since I first used them.










Preface



Alma


On the website FactsBuddy.com, you can find a short biography of me, the American journalist Amanda Hess. Facts Buddy describes itself as an optimistic website that targets to build a large audience for information, which means that it scans the internet for personal data and drops it into the template of a life.


According to the internet, Amanda Hess is a woman of average stature. She was born to her caring and supportive parents in the United States of America. She writes about the internet, for which she receives satisfying pay. She is happily married to her handsome husband Marc, and the duo resides in Brooklyn along with their son Alma born in October 2020. It’s all true—my height, my job, my spouse. Except for the bit about my son.


In fact, I have two sons. The first was born in 2020, but not in the month of October. And his name is not Alma. When I first found my biography on Facts Buddy, it felt like I had accessed an alternate universe. Early in that pregnancy, I walked with Marc along the edge of a pond, our secret news crackling between us, and I told him that if the baby was a girl, I might want to name her Alma. Then a prenatal test found a Y-chromosome in fetal cells circulating in my blood, and my imagination scampered to another list of names. I mentioned Alma to no one else.


I have tried to figure out why Facts Buddy would think that I called my son that, and this is my best guess. In October of 2020, I posted his baby picture to Instagram. He is pink and small, and rests easily between the crook of Marc’s elbow and the palm of his hand. He wears a sky-blue bib that Marc commissioned from Etsy as an inside joke. Across the chest it says: For the hungry boy.


That’s a quote from Phantom Thread, Paul Thomas Anderson’s 2017 film, for which I harbor a near-deranged affection. Phantom Thread is about a meticulous and obsessive dressmaker named Reynolds Woodcock, and upon its release, it quickly became one of our relationship source texts. Marc and I each often mimicked Reynolds’s bleating voice—I cannot begin my day with a confrontation, please—to slyly ask the other to leave them alone. In the movie, Reynolds is charmed by a waitress named Alma when she serves him an obscenely large breakfast, along with a note that says: For the hungry boy. My name is Alma. I posted a screenshot of Alma’s note alongside the picture of the bib. Facts Buddy likely skimmed the data from those twin images and conflated them.


For all that the internet thinks it knows about me—and I have volunteered a great deal—there are certain things that it can never know. It thinks, for example, that a meme is my son. When Facts Buddy calls him Alma, it makes me feel like I have, in some small way, evaded the internet’s unblinking eye. And that is how my son makes me feel all the time. Like I’ve gotten away with something.










Introduction



Confrontation


I did not know that anything was unusual until I was seven months pregnant. This week your baby can cry, my pregnancy app said. Yes, in the uterus! I waited in the lobby of the prenatal imaging center, stroking my phone until I depleted its stock of inane facts. My baby cried inside my body for the same reasons that it would cry outside of my body, like if they hear a loud noise or are bothered by something, the app said. Just as you might be starting to prepare for their arrival, they’re constantly preparing for life in the outside world. The app handed me a drawing of a frowning baby, a teardrop slipping down its cheek.


Inside the exam room the technician wore a stumpy ponytail and an annoyed expression. I wore a sheet of paper with armholes. She dimmed the lights and stood astride her mysterious station. I could see plastic scepters and orbs, a basket of serums, a keyboard with hieroglyphic markings. The technician unsheathed her wand. She slathered cold gel on my skin and worked her probe into the hard rind of my stomach. I assumed various poses at her command, bobbing and craning my neck to keep one eye focused on my young. On the screen, static rained on little ribs and fists. As the technician worked, she offered selections from her trove of professional small talk: do you know the sex, have you picked a name.


I wanted to slice her out of the scene, to watch my baby with silent focus, but I also wanted to seem normal and good. I told her the baby was a boy without a name. Then she said, “He’s sticking his tongue out,” so I said, “Awwww.”


The technician fussed with the machine. She twisted its dials and clacked at its keys and then left the room. The gel grew thick on my skin. I missed my phone. I wondered if there were any new work emails in there. When the technician returned, she ordered more poses, captured more shots. I had reported to the doctor’s office for a routine scan, but as in a dream, the routine kept repeating. We passed the plausible length of a standard procedure, then lapped it. Again, the technician left the room and returned. “The doctor is busy with another patient,” she said. “That’s why it’s taking so long. I might as well get more photos while we wait.”


On her livestream of my body, she conjured a craggy amber landscape, a cave of mineral spires. I asked her what it was.


“An ear,” she said.


“Weird!” I said.


My bright tone hung awkwardly in the darkened air. The technician’s store of conversation was picked clean. She now communicated in the perfunctory style of a deposition, answering only when strictly necessary. I searched her glassy eyes for clues. Were they always fixed so intensely on the screen? Dread pooled in my brain and danced in liquid shapes. Stupid, stupid. The doctor was not with another patient and the technician was not taking more pictures for fun. I watched her map my baby’s ear for secret reasons. When she directed me to lie on my side, I gratefully accepted. I turned my back to her and the monitor. I turned my back on my baby.


Later I would read a report of the ultrasound and learn that this phase of the examination had lasted for one hour. For an hour I lay on the table, playing dead. I imagined that if I could stay completely still, the skeletal hand of complication might pass me by. It would crack the door to the next ultrasound room and tap on some other pregnant body. The moment would slink away like so many of the anxious thoughts that had visited me during my pregnancy. I was always anticipating the worst, imagining the plane dropping from the sky, the shooter breaching the office door. Soon the doctor would arrive smiling, apologizing for the delay. The technician would hand me a roll of keepsake photos. I would escape past the reception desk and rise through the elevator into the sun.


Why did I say that: WEIRD! I said it out loud and welcomed the complication into the room. I upset the tacit rules of the procedure—the technician takes the photographs, the doctor interprets them, I smile through my mask. Alone with the technician, I could imagine my baby as a nymph exploring the womb. Only when the doctor arrived did he become a specimen pinned behind the window of my skin. If I had said nothing, I still would have known that my pregnancy had been recategorized as a special medical case. But I could have pretended for a few more minutes that it had not.


The errors I made during my pregnancy knocked at the door of my mind. I drank a glass and a half of wine on Marc’s birthday, before I knew I was pregnant. I swallowed a tablet of Ativan, for acute anxiety, after I knew. I took a long hot bath that crinkled my fingertips. I got sick with a fever and fell asleep without thinking about it. I waited until I was almost thirty-five years old to get pregnant. I wanted to solve the question of myself before bringing another person into the world, but the answer had not come. Now my pregnancy was, in the language of obstetrics, geriatric.


For seven months we’d all acted like a baby was going to come out of my body like a rabbit yanked from a hat. The same body that ordered mozzarella sticks from the late-night menu and stared into a computer like it had a soul. The body that had, just a few years prior, snorted a key of cocaine supplied by the party-bus driver hired to transport it to Medieval Times. This body was now working very seriously to generate a new human. I had posed the body for Instagram, clutching my bump with two hands as if it might bounce away. I had bought a noise machine with a womb setting and thrown away the box. Now I lay on the table as the doctor stood in his chamber, rewinding the tape of my life.


My phone sat on an empty chair, six feet away. Smothered beneath my smug maternity dress, it blinked silently with text messages from Marc. If I had the phone, I could hold it close to the exam table and google my way out. I could pour my fears into its portal and process them into answers. I could consult the pregnant women who came before me, dust off their old message board posts and read of long-ago ultrasounds that found weird ears and stuck-out tongues. They had dropped their babies’ fates into the internet like coins into a fountain and I would scrounge through them all, looking for the lucky penny. For the woman who returned to say, It turned out to be nothing. Trick of light.


It was ludicrous, but in my panic, it felt incontrovertible: if I searched it smart and fast enough, the internet would save us. I had constructed my life through its screens, mapped the world along its circuits. Now I would make a second life there, too. As I write this, four years later, I see my hour on the table as the moment that my relationship with technology turned, its shadows shifting around me. I reached for a sense of control and gripped tightly to my phone. It would not give me the answers I was looking for, but it would feed me wrong answers from its endless supply. It would serve me facts and conspiracies, gadgets and idols, judgments and tips.


The baby tapped at my stomach. I rubbed my hand against it, returning the signal. The technician handed me a spray of paper towels and left me alone in the room. I heaved myself up and faced the exit. My stomach hung over the table’s edge, waiting for the door to open.










Chapter 1



Cycle


Every month it came as a surprise. A fine morning lurched into a shaky afternoon. My boyfriend would irritate me in a way I could not articulate, and in response, I would reach back in my memory for some previous incident to twist into a complaint. In the evening, I might cry inexplicably while watching a British murder show, get a stomachache, and flop unhappily in bed until a sticky feeling bubbled between my legs. Still, the reality of the situation would not become clear to me until I saw the blood spattered in the toilet.


Right: my period. I could never keep track of when it had left and when it was due to return. Most of the time I tried not to think about having a body at all. It was too easy to remember that my insides were made of creepy interlocking ligaments and bones, like a skinned cadaver from Bodies: The Exhibition. Sometimes I would scroll past an inspirational quote on Instagram, like The body expresses what the mind suppresses, posted by a user calling herself @medicine_mami, and I would think, Shit. Should I do something about that? No! The suppression was working fine. I lay in bed at night, my rigid arms suspending the screen inches from my face, and disassociated into my phone. I reread the Wikipedia page for the missing Malaysian airplane. I watched a pore strip pull the blackheads from a Reddit user’s nose. Finally, I retreated to a meditation app, where a woman’s voice hissed commands at my muscles until I forgot that I existed.


And yet my period kept arriving unannounced, whining for my attention. Then one day I heard about an app that would track my cycle for me. Maybe I wouldn’t have to cultivate bodily awareness after all: I could just outsource it to my phone. The app was called Flo. She beckoned me from the App Store to download her and—as she put it—become an expert on you.


Flo was named after an old euphemism for menstruation and styled like my childhood diary. She was medicine-pink and stocked with digital stickers for illustrating the symptoms of my reproductive life. I could conjure a frowning rain cloud when I was angry and make tiny squiggles radiate from tiny underpants when my stomach hurt. She asked me to report my vaginal discharge and its consistency; she wanted to know when I had sex and how. I logged my cramps and feelings in her as if she could convert my PMS into a cool stream of data.


As Flo learned more about me, she began to not only predict my period dates but foretell the emotional contours of my days based on my expected hormone mix. Increased understanding of negative emotions is linked to the luteal phase, she told me on day twenty-one of my cycle, so this could be a good day to tackle thorny conversations with colleagues or managers.


I did not believe in Flo’s woo-woo prognostications, at least not enough to factor my luteal phase into my relationship with my boss. But I scanned her dispatches occasionally, whenever I felt like pulling the handle on her animatronic fortune-teller machine and receiving a weird menstruation-themed prophecy. When I read an article in The Wall Street Journal accusing Flo of sharing sensitive user data with Facebook (a claim Flo denied), I didn’t delete the app. Online advertisers already profited off the assumption that I hated myself, I reasoned. Would it really make a difference if they found out exactly when I hated myself the most? I kept Flo in my pocket, checking in with her every couple of weeks. I even consulted her as I selected the date that I would marry my boyfriend Marc, making sure it fell during a week of emotional stability and minimal bloating.


As Flo shepherded me through my cycles, I became, almost against my will, highly aware of my capacity to become pregnant. When I had downloaded Flo to predict my periods, I hadn’t been thinking of the app’s other, obvious use case: it is a fertility-tracking assistant. Deep in its App Store sales pitch, Flo’s language of data-driven self-discovery flowered into a homily on childbearing. Discover a personal journey to motherhood with Flo, it said. Get pregnant as soon as naturally possible for you. Flo made conception feel like an appealingly dull video game. Each month, she circled a date on the calendar in dots of robin’s-egg blue: my predicted day of ovulation. In the days leading up to the egg’s purported release, Flo advised me of my high chance to get pregnant. Then a desperate alert burst onto the screen: Your body is at its most fertile today.


I had spent most of my adulthood trying to avoid pregnancy, and for years I wore a breezy ambivalence about the possibility of ever having kids. My use of Flo coincided with the year in my life when that cover story was blown, revealing a sudden urge to get pregnant—as soon as naturally possible for you. When Marc and I first met, in our late twenties, he knew that he wanted children, and I was less sure. But by the time we got engaged, our positions had shifted. I was finally ready and now he wanted us to take our time. At dinner, I counted out the years under the table on my fingers, projecting how old I might be by the time we got around to the baby’s conception, its birth, its high school graduation.


It’s not that Flo made me want to have kids, or to do it right away. But she sharpened my imagination around how it could go down. Pregnancy had once been an idea drifting in a hazy future. Now it was a plot that could be executed by following a few simple commands. Each month, Flo laid out the plans for me and slipped them into my pocket. Each month, I ignored them. When my period came, I imagined Flo’s digital egg flushing down the drain.


I resented the cliché that, as I neared thirty-five, I was driven mad by the sound of my biological clock. Now the app itself seemed to be ticking in the background everywhere I went. I could sense my body syncing to its calendar, my brain bending to its logic. Soon Marc had folded, too. In November of 2019—seven months before I turned thirty-five, two weeks after we married, and thirteen days since my last period began—we had sex on a date that Flo circled for us. Afterward, I scrolled through Flo’s menu of reproductive activities and pressed on a glyph of an open padlock representing unprotected sex. My phone screen was seized by a preset animation, as if to suggest that Flo was a participant in the act. A trio of ovular forms danced around, and then a tiny pink heart materialized, stamped on the calendar. A sex heart from Flo.


I was at work one day when my phone startled awake with a message from Flo. Hi there!, she said. Based on my predictions, your period may be late. Do you have 5 minutes for a quick Q&A to look at potential causes? I had tried only once. I knew that it would be absurd to expect instant results. I would never say it out loud, to another person, even to myself, and yet here was Flo, screaming it in my face: ARE YOU PREGNANT? I tapped through her quiz, reporting on my weight, my medications, my stress. The next day, when my period gushed into the toilet, I was surprised by how hard I cried.


Flo had carved out a digital space where I could envision a conception, like some kind of online hysterical pregnancy. She had told me that I was at my most fertile. Already I felt that I had failed. I’d downloaded the app to help me to relieve the burden of my reproductive cycle, to think even less about its events. But every time I opened her, she pulled me again into her reproductive psychodrama.


My phone started working like a dream. All my sublimated thoughts surfaced there. Desperation over my age, my fertility—that was a costume of womanhood that I would never wear in public. But there in the dark closet of my phone, I slipped it on.


The next month brought another fertility window, another attempt, another sex heart stamped on Flo’s sex calendar. A few days later, on the last day of 2019, Marc and I dumped out all the credit card points in our virtual wallets and flew to Paris on a last-minute honeymoon, as if we knew that our days of spontaneous movement would soon be numbered. We were out at breakfast one morning when my stool screeched urgently away from the table. A passing waitress recoiled into a stunned exclamation point. I told Marc to meet me back at the hotel, threw open the café door, and puked a geyser of juice onto the sidewalk. I sensed a crowd of cool French people parting around me. I looked into the orange puddle at my feet, wondering why it had come out of me.


I wove back to our sardine-can room at the Moxy, a Marriott brand targeted at millennials. Its rooms were set at an affordable price point, the ad copy said, so that we could save on space and splurge on experiences. I lay on the bed, experiencing something. Then I pulled out Flo and counted back on the calendar to its last sex heart. I couldn’t be experiencing morning sickness yet, and it was too soon for a test to detect a pregnancy, but if a fertilized egg was going to lodge itself in my uterine lining, now would be the time. Google explained, Some women do notice signs and symptoms that implantation has occurred. But, it warned, many of these signs are very similar to PMS. I was pregnant in Paris, or I was going to get my period in Paris, and that was romantic or vaguely annoying.


One week later, back in our apartment, I crouched over the toilet, lowered the tip of a pregnancy test into the bowl, and peed on my hand. I was trying to get pregnant, to finally seize command of my body, but I was not quite sure where the pee came out—not a good sign. I wagged the test wand beneath the stream until I achieved contact. Then I set it on the lip of the sink and watched the liquid crawl across the test window. A vivid pink line appeared, and then a dim one, like waves drifting from a skipped stone. I peed on another test, and when I could pee again, I peed on one more. Marc was out of town for work, and I wanted to tell him in person, to watch the information hit his face. I wrapped the tests together in a square of paper and vibrated across our apartment.


For a moment, I was the only person in the world who knew that it existed.


Then I grabbed my phone, logged a positive pregnancy test in Flo, and pressed a button to unlock a new level of the app: Pregnancy mode.


If you activate the pregnancy mode, a countdown to the birth of your baby will be shown instead of cycle predictions, Flo warned me. I agreed to her terms. The screen mutated into a mineral orange color, like the sky at the lip of a storm. A cluster of cells burst to life and drifted lazily around a veiny orb.


Back in period mode, I hadn’t even known that Pregnancy mode existed. Now it felt like I had slipped into my phone’s astral plane. I thumbed across the new interface, mesmerized by Flo’s pocket reconstruction of my womb. She was busy generating primers and tasks and stacking them in little notecards that refreshed each day. Know your do’s and don’ts, she advised me. Get healthy nutrition tips. Learn how to stay active.


Later, I asked Marc how he felt about us using Flo to get pregnant. “I didn’t use the app,” he reminded me. “You used the app.” I was the one who was always gazing at the screen as if it were a scrying mirror. But when I got so sad after our first try, Marc was startled, and he paid attention. He made sure he knew when my fertility window opened and when it slammed shut. He knew which dates on the sex calendar were for messing around and which ones required that we be, as he joked, “good at sex.” I had embedded Flo in my flesh, traded my self-knowledge for her computer vision. Now I passed her projections on to him.


As he made his way home, I later learned, Marc charted my ovulation calendar in his mind. He knew that my period was almost due, knew that I might have already taken a test, and, when he walked in the door and I presented him with the wrapped package, knew what was inside. In bed that night, I opened Flo to show him our little cartoon blastocyst, then swatted it away. We talked with our faces close together. There was something inside me that we had made. The reality of the situation coalesced between us, flowed through the apartment, flooded everything. My period app suddenly seemed mawkish and insane. Its artificial interface had given way to real cells dividing in my actual body. But when I turned over to go to sleep, I opened Flo again and swiped intently through her offerings. Marc and I had been navigating each other for so long, waiting for our intentions to align. But now it felt like my body, or my phone, was leading me to a place that I alone could go.


In the beginning, you’re not supposed to tell anyone you’re pregnant, so I spoke about it only with Flo. I lied to my friends about why I couldn’t go out, to my bosses about why I couldn’t think. Doctors did not want to see me until I was more pregnant. I didn’t know anything about pregnancy, except that I was supposed to urgently reform all my personal habits—I should be eating differently, moving intentionally, suppressing nothing. Already I had fallen behind. I imagined tiny bones fusing and brain matter multiplying carelessly under my ignorant stewardship.


Immediately, Flo offered herself up as my virtual pregnancy helpmeet. She served me meal recommendations and prompted me to absorb facts about human development. When does a fetus develop a brain? Flo asked. Around week seven, the brain will grow at a rate of 250,000 neurons per minute, Flo answered. A few weeks earlier I had viewed Flo’s recommendations as ingratiating nonsense. Now I was shaking her by the shoulders, demanding that she tell me everything she knew.


Flo’s voice had a stiff, alien pitch. Labor is a very important process that marks the end of pregnancy, she told me. And, Newborn babies are not like adults at all. Her articles were illustrated with photographs of household objects arranged to suggest various sexual scenarios: a split-open grapefruit, a flower drooling purple nectar, a spurt of cottage cheese. Sometimes the articles were marked as “reviewed” by a doctor, often a woman pictured in a white lab coat. But they felt like they had come from nowhere, like they had been automatically generated in the hull of the app.


Flo spoke like an astrologer of the body, and her pronouncements were sometimes grammatically unwell. But this only deepened her lobotomizing effect. She didn’t sound like a person. She sounded like a machine trying to sound like a person, and that made her seem, in a roundabout way, like an authority—an omniscient being that floated somewhere outside the realm of human expertise. I was lucky to have gotten pregnant easily; Marc and I knew so many people who had tried for years, lost pregnancies, cycled through fertility treatments, given up. But my easy luck also conferred a power to Flo. She had told me just what to do, and it had worked, had it not? She had waved her magic wand and made it so.


Now she was making the whole course of my pregnancy feel preordained. She chopped it into events, shaped it into episodes, dropped them over the course of a season that built toward my September due date. Every Sunday morning, I eagerly opened the app to “see” the thing she called your baby, to watch its animated cells morph into a new configuration. Soon it was a veiny muscle with a pale twisted cord. A balloonlike appendage unfurled from its rump and then dissolved. It sprouted flippers and pebbly eyes. Its smoothed CGI features reminded me of the molded fetus trinket that a mournful antiabortion protester once pressed into my palm outside of a Manhattan Planned Parenthood. I knew the app was engineered to offer only a slightly differentiated experience to each of the hundreds of millions of people who downloaded it, but in my mind, it took on the medical force of a sonogram. I watched it like it was a porthole to my womb.


That’s it for today!, Flo told me when I depleted her offerings. But, she added, we have a secret space for anonymous discussions with other users. When I was done staring at my imaginary baby, I thumbed one tab over to Flo’s “Secret Chats,” where the app’s users converged into a thrumming pregnant unconscious. Inside Flo, we did not have online handles or photo avatars. Instead, we were randomly assigned tiny cartoon animal heads, like a bespectacled sheep or a satisfied bear. I appeared as a sad white dog. Only when I studied a comment thread closely, inching my eye to the screen, could I differentiate one user’s contributions from another. It made it feel like we were speaking in one singular voice.


A typical Secret Chats user seemed to be young, sincere, devoutly religious, and very horny. No matter where she was from—Lithuania, Pakistan, New Zealand, New Jersey—she spoke in a hasty English warped by autocorrect. Baby dust to all, she offered to those still hoping to conceive. Let’s wait for God’s time, she counseled those awaiting genetic testing results. She called everyone dear, as in: Let’s update each other daily on what is happening to us dear and The God that answer me will answer u dear. I felt like I had found the one online community untouched by the sorting mechanisms that usually guided me toward people who were just like me: thirtysomething, white American women who wore clogs and didn’t believe in God. On Flo, I was urgently elbowed into a new demographic—anybody pregnant—and now it was like we shared a bloodstream. I weaved in and out of conversation with a pregnant auto body attendant, a pregnant cop, a pregnant farmer’s wife.


The chatter on Flo was destabilizing and asynchronous. Even as she served me content pegged to my pregnancy stage, she kept pulling me back to confront the past again and again. She would lead me to a thread about being nine weeks pregnant and then, months later, ping me with a new comment from a woman who was now in her ninth week. On Flo, dire practical concerns—I live in Pakistan and I think I’m pregnant and there’s no safe way of getting abortion here and I cant keep the baby because im only 19—drifted by, unanswered. The Secret Chats were for thoughts that stretched beyond science and law. Like: Have you ever sensed implantation? And: Is there anything you’d never discuss with anyone else no matter what? The forum had the old-internet thrill of a nameless message board, and the posts could be intimate and startling. It felt illicit, like 4chan for people who were growing other people. I came across the account of a woman who had a miraculous pain-free hospital birth and one whose birth became an emergency brain surgery and one whose baby’s arm snapped during delivery and one who went into labor while she was harvesting beans. I felt like my anus will crack and I was very angry, she said.


The space thrummed with wild power. But Flo made sure our energies never escaped the walls of the app. To avoid unwanted anxiety and maintain a safe space for everyone, the rules of Secret Chats prohibited politics, preaching, hate, and private information. Flo set the topics herself and made all wayward chats disappear. She asked: What’s your love language? But not: Have you experienced medical trauma? If a user searched the Secret Chats for “Black,” she would find an article on banishing blackheads. If she searched “abortion pill” she would find one about pregnancy pillows. She could not send a direct message or share her phone number with another user. She could not even post an image of a birthmark or a tattoo, lest it lead to her real-life identification.


It was impossible, given these conditions, to compare notes on an abortion provider or drop by one afternoon with a frozen dish. All we could do was share our stories. Inside Flo, every identity marker could be scrubbed, every difference leveled, every advantage obscured in the pursuit of evergreen content. We flowed into a stream of experience and sensation. We dissolved into baby dust.


One day, long after my pregnancy was over, I got curious about Flo. I wanted to know who had made her. I pulled up her website and navigated to the “About Us” page, where I found a baffling mission statement: Flo exists to empower women by giving them a space they can access the knowledge and support they need to prioritize their health and wellbeing. An illustration showed a multicultural group of angular women, sketched in a style that had become ubiquitous among brands targeting feminine millennial audiences: bodies built from geometric shapes, drawn in thick lines, tinted shades of earthenware. The Flo girls wore minimalist separates and crossed their arms proudly over their half-moon breasts. A few masculine figures lurked among them, assuming deferential postures.


Google revealed who was really behind Flo: men. Specifically, Yuri and Dmitry Gurski, twin brothers from Belarus. Previously, Yuri had helped launch apps with names like All-In Pedometer and FoodMeter: Good Food or Bad Food? Now he was the cofounder and CEO of Palta, a wellness technology company that developed Flo, a fasting app called Simple, an AI fitness app called Zing, and a digital skincare product called Lovi. I navigated to Yuri’s LinkedIn page, where he boasted of his extraordinary number of business exits, selling off apps to Google, Facebook, and a Russian platform called Mail.Ru. I clicked to enlarge his headshot. He wore a smartwatch around one wrist and a beaded bracelet around the other.


Flo’s origin story had long been scrubbed from the site, but I found it using the Internet Archive Wayback Machine, a service that preserves images of old websites. I paged back through its scans as if rubbing a pencil on a notepad to reveal a secret message etched into the paper. In the post, Max Scrobov, the company’s chief product officer, described Flo’s inception this way: It began with a bunch of geeks who wanted to better understand our beloved ones—our wives and girlfriends, he wrote. At some point, we realized the app not only helped us feel more confident about our relationships, but also helped women feel happier, be in charge of their own body, and plan ahead.


I scrolled back through Flo’s girlish diary. Its prompts—asking if I was frisky, if I felt guilty, if I had practiced my yoga, taken my pills, logged my weight—had been born from a desire to make men feel confident. As an unexpected side effect, women were thrilled. The story sounded creepy but also a little contrived. Flo exists to empower women, the company motto assured me. But Flo was a business, so it also existed to make money. Backed by venture capitalists, it was meant to grow aggressively to assure its investors handsome returns. By 2024, the company had raised over $290 million and reached a valuation of $1 billion. It had tracked 2.2 billion menstrual cycles, and facilitated more than 35 million pregnancies, including my own. According to financial disclosure forms, Flo brought in $111 million in revenue in 2023.


“Our vision is for every girl, woman and person who menstruates to use Flo on a daily basis, learning more about their health and feeling more empowered as a result,” Dmitry Gurski said in a 2021 interview. They would not rest until they had tracked every day of every menstrual cycle on Earth. When I asked to interview Flo’s founders, I was instead directed to speak to some of their female employees. They materialized on a Zoom call from the company’s far-flung offices, and I asked them what it was like to work for a menstruation tracker run by cisgender men. “It’s potentially one of the reasons why Flo became a success,” Cath Everett, Flo’s VP of product, replied. She explained that as they built the app, the founders interviewed gynecologists to answer basic questions about the menstrual cycle. The app’s “beauty,” its “simplicity and ease,” may have sprung from “their own lack of knowledge,” Everett said. “Perhaps that means they made fewer presumptions, as well.”


Flo had not invented the period-tracking app, though you would not know that by reading its website. Clue, developed by the Danish internet entrepreneur Ida Tin, launched in 2013, two years before Flo. Its logo was not pink but red, like blood. Tin ushered in a new category of women’s health technology and coined the term “femtech” to describe it. In doing so, she built on a long tradition of women marshaling data about menstruation for political ends. In 1876, the English-American doctor Mary Putnam Jacobi published the pamphlet “The Question of Rest for Women During Menstruation.” Jacobi interviewed hundreds of women about their periods and produced a statistical analysis that disproved the then-ascendant idea that mental or physical exertion during menstruation was dangerous and must be suppressed. In 1913, the British botanist Marie Stopes started producing what she called “rhythm charts,” graphing her waning and waxing libido over the course of her monthly cycle and recruiting other women to join her. She published the results in a 1918 advice book, Married Love, invoking the language and iconography of data science to legitimize women’s sexual desires.


Data presents itself as neutral, but these projects were not. Jacobi was a socialist who wanted to pry open educational opportunities for women and girls. Stopes was a eugenicist who wanted to improve the stock of human babies. She created her rhythm charts to support her first-wave feminist politics, but even as she asserted the normalcy of women desiring sex, she drew the boundaries of what constituted a “normal” woman. In an early draft of Married Love, Stopes specified that her calculations of the “normal sex-sequence” applied to any “healthy, well-fed, middle-class woman of northern European nationality.” She wanted such women to have more children, as soon as naturally possible for them. In her next book, Radiant Motherhood, Stopes complained that “the diseased, the racially negligent, the thriftless, the careless, the feeble-minded, the very lowest and worst members of the community” were free to “produce innumerable tens of thousands of stunted, warped, and inferior infants,” while the “superior artisan classes” paid taxes to support them.


Once I learned that Stopes was a eugenicist, I tunneled through the historical record until I found her most disgusting parts. Off the success of her advice books, Stopes created a network of women’s clinics, called the Society for Constructive Birth Control and Racial Progress, to discourage births from “the worst end of our community” and encourage births from “the better end.” For the “hopelessly rotten,” she favored sterilization. To Stopes, a great many people were hopeless. When her son Harry got engaged to a nearsighted woman named Mary, Stopes complained in a letter that their union would make a mockery of their “lives’ work for Eugenic breeding and the Race.” He married her anyway. Later Mary had this to say about her mother-in-law: “I honestly thought she might poison us both.”


Finally, I reached the rock bottom of Stopes’s biography: On August 12, 1939, she mailed a book of her romantic poems to a man she admired. “Dear Herr Hitler,” she wrote, “Love is the greatest thing in the world.”


I was, in the words of Marie Stopes, a healthy, well-fed, middle-class woman of northern European heritage. But I was also, in her view, racially negligent for procreating with a Jew. “Empowering women” was an easy gloss, but the work of turning bodies into information was not as straightforwardly liberating as Flo made it seem. The synthesis of the app’s various origin stories—a “bunch of geeks” created a global menstrual surveillance tool that they claimed would inspire a mass empowerment event—recalled the naïve promise of the “Quantified Self movement,” which took the tech press and the TED conference stage by storm in the early 2000s. The Wired editors Kevin Kelly and Gary Wolf laid the movement’s groundwork in a 2007 blog post in which they argued that tools like psychological self-assessments and non-invasive probes would produce data that could unlock the meaning of life. Unless something can be measured, they wrote, it cannot be improved.


The Quantified Self movement was criticized, early on, for its alpha-nerd masculinity. When Apple released an expansive self-monitoring app called Health in 2014, it allowed users to track their blood alcohol content and their body temperature but not their periods. The publicity around the oversight was an embarrassment, but it also signaled a market opportunity. Women’s bodies were available to be measured, calibrated, and sold back to them, too. Even fetuses could be optimized before birth.


When Flo debuted the next year, it brought the biohacking tech-bro ethos to menstruation data. Now Flo was the handmaiden inducting me into her ideology of pregnancy. She numbed me to the idea that my pregnancy was a public event. She got me used to the feeling of an external authority charting my progress and correcting my behavior. She suggested that I conduct my pregnancy with exacting self-control, and then she pointed to her fetus cam, reminding me of the stakes of my choices. I wondered what Flo was really hoping to improve with her measurements. Did she want to make me into a good mommy? Did she want me to gestate a better baby? Or did she just want me to open the app again and again? Flo made it seem like I was making the empowered choice by surveilling myself. But it was a choice that ultimately enriched Flo.


If Flo was a video game, Pregnancy mode was one zillion times harder than Period mode. It felt like booting up an old Nintendo and finding that its laser blaster had transformed into a loaded gun. Flo stopped directing me toward threads like How loud are you during sex? and into ones like What do you use on your pregnancy stretch marks? Share some tips and Managing weight during pregnancy for health reasons: Share your experience. She became an accountant of the flesh, pushing statistical averages at every stage of pregnancy. She told me when to expect swollen gums, frequent urination, a dip in my sex drive, a visible bump. She instructed me to eat dried fruits one week, then fortified cereals, then sweet potatoes, lentils, sunflower seeds, calcium, seaweed. Always floating in the background was her photorealistic fetus. Flo informed me when it was beginning to develop a voice box, eyelashes, facial expressions. It smiled at me from inside the app.


Flo covered many of the same beats as a book like What to Expect When You’re Expecting did, but she did not function like a book. A book didn’t jump in front of a pregnant woman while she was checking her work email and say: Your baby can hear your heartbeat. I could pick up a book and put it down. I could leave it at home and walk out the door. Flo was always with me, navigating my pregnancy from my pocket. Even when I switched off her notifications, she kept drawing me back in. In the early weeks of my pregnancy, I found myself pressing her pink feather icon as many as ten times a day. My neck was always bent cranelike over my phone, peering into my womb console.


I sensed that for some women who were facing substandard medical care, Flo was the artificial nurse who could fill in some of the gaps. Occasionally Flo users would take to the Secret Chats and plead for help. I have symptoms of depression according to the health assistant but IT WONT LET ME KNOW WHAT IS GOING ON WITH ME AND MY BODY BECAUSE I HAVE TO BUY THE PREMIUM!!, one of them wrote. A fissure emerged around how helpful Flo really was. I know we’re all from different parts of the world and different cultures have different sex education but please remember, WE ARE NOT DOCTORS HERE!!! None of us can do bloodwork to check your hormone levels or give you a sonogram to check your organs through this app!! one user said. To which another replied, Believe it or not, not everyone has the resources to go running to a doctor.


Flo was for women who could not run to a doctor, and it was also for women who raced between their doctors and their phones, pounding on an accelerating treadmill of information. The sickest thing about my relationship with Flo was that I ignored all her advice. I did not modify my diet based on the gestational week. I did not track my symptoms against her calendar. Still my fingers led me back to the app, where I thumbed through her updates without even reading them. Her offerings scratched at a deeper itch. The drumbeat of recommendations tapped out an unconscious message: pregnant women ought to think about being pregnant all the time. I checked Flo out of anxiety, or maybe just boredom. I could no longer tell the difference.


When I was just a few weeks pregnant, I considered deleting Flo altogether, but the idea made me weirdly superstitious. Should I really just … delete my baby? I tried out a different pregnancy app, one that did not feature a creepily realistic CGI fetus. Instead, it translated my fetus’s size into a parade of Parisian bakery items. You’re beautiful! it said when I opened it in bed. But the app could not see me, did not know me, and did not know my baby. It had just swallowed my expected due date and crapped out a drawing of a macaron. Obviously, Flo didn’t know me, either. (Obviously, obviously.) But she had been there. Marking her calendar, making her predictions, wielding her fantasy endoscope. From the very beginning.










Chapter 2



Bump


It took forty-eight hours for the brands to find me. Two days after I got my positive pregnancy test, Instagram served me an ad for a mobile game called Lily’s Garden. In the game, a down-on-her-luck city girl inherits her great-aunt’s ramshackle country home, and now you, the Lily’s Garden player, must perform wearisome tile-matching exercises to help Lily buy a new birdbath or whatever. The gameplay required Lily to have zero interiority, but in this ad, she was inexplicably holding a pregnancy test—one that looked identical to the one I had just peed on.


I lowered my phone very slowly. Did it know? It couldn’t have known. Or else … Lily’s Garden had instantly processed my pregnancy into marketing data and responded in a deranged manner. Could it be so desperate for me to download a game about landscaping, it impregnated a cartoon? I watched Lily make goo-goo eyes at the test and hug it proudly to her breast. I felt, I guess, happy for her. Our synchronized moment played out over the course of a sponsored Instagram story, and then it was gone.


More ads followed. A manicured hand squeezed a pair of golden capsules between two fingertips: a reimagined prenatal vitamin. A model wore a frilly smocked dress in an all-white kitchen, pressing an infant to her chest. I’m guessing that digital ad networks found out about my pregnancy through my highly unsubtle online activities. As soon as I got pregnant, I typed What to do when you get pregnant into my phone, and now advertisers were supplying their own answers.


I imagined my test’s pink dye spreading across Instagram, Facebook, Amazon. All around me, a techno-corporate infrastructure was locking into place. I could sense the advertising algorithms recalibrating and the branded newsletters assembling in their queues. Pregnant exercise instructors beckoned to me from YouTube thumbnails. Digital clothing companies offered confusing bras. More brands knew about my pregnancy than people did. They all called me mama.
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