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To Jonah, my meant-to-be



CHAPTER 1


HIS SELFIE MADE ME DO it.

Yes, I had the 40 percent off coupon from the orientation fair. Yes, it was almost about to expire. Yes, my roommate, Hedy, had made a casual comment just the day before about how I never seemed to leave our room. And if I wanted to, I could use any of those as excuses for why I found myself sitting in the waiting room of HEAVR, about to place my love life in the hands of some virtual gods.

But if I did, I’d be lying.

Just that morning, Caleb had posted a grinning photo with a few of his college buddies, in mid-shrug—the kind of “casual” shot it probably took at least fifteen takes to get right—looking so carefree that it had sent my heart into a tailspin. There were a couple of girls in the picture too. I didn’t know if any of them meant anything more to him, but it almost didn’t matter. My ex-boyfriend, love of my life, breaker of my heart, was having the college life I should have been, and looking damn good doing it.

Seeing that post had made me . . . angry. Mostly at myself. Why had I been shutting myself up in my dorm room, doing a months-long performance of the breakup mope, speaking to hardly anyone outside of my roommate? Why, especially, when Caleb was having fun.

My eyes had swept across a stack of papers that was occupying a corner of my desk. At the top was the HEAVR coupon that had been gathering dust for two months. Within moments I had navigated over to their site and filled out their sign-up questionnaire—forced to glance one more time at Caleb’s selfie while I dutifully linked out to my social media profiles like it asked. Then I walked myself to HEAVR’s headquarters. I didn’t have an appointment, so now I was forced to sit in their yellow-and-magenta waiting room, staring at the “Happily Ever After Guaranteed” trademark that was plastered all over it, and trying to avoid the idle time that might make me rethink this idea. Because there was the part of me that didn’t want Caleb to be responsible for my decisions anymore. And there was the part of me that felt like love hurt too much to be worth even trying for again. And, of course, who could forget the part of me that believed in the meet-cute and wanted it to be for real, not orchestrated by a machine.

But the overwhelming majority of me kept thinking: Why not? Sure, it was easy to make fun of a dating app whose name was synonymous with vomiting and to laugh at those SNL sketches mocking the very idea of VR love. But I was certainly not going to meet anyone holed away in my dorm room. Why not let a machine give it a go in an attempt to find my HEA—my happily ever after? HEAVR’s matchmaking skills were supposed to be second to none, and for a little bit extra, they’d even throw in the meet-cute. I’d splurged.

“Mariam Vakilian?”

I smiled brightly at the woman in the lab coat as I got up and followed her down a hallway. No sense in not being extra friendly to someone who potentially held my entire romantic future in the palm of her hand.

She led me into a small room that was painted a cheerful shade of yellow.

A black leather dentist’s chair sat in the middle, complete with a tray nearby that held a sort of helmet/goggle hybrid, two sleek charcoal gloves, and a thin black vest.

“Have a seat, Ms. Vakilian. My name is Joan, and I will be your guide, or as we like to call it at HEAVR, your twenty-first-century Cupid.” She said that last part with a tight smile, which led me to picture her having a long conversation with her boss about just how idiotic she thought that trademarked moniker was. Joan didn’t seem like the type who suffered fools or foolish slogans. “Let me get caught up on your order.”

She looked down at her tablet and read, giving me a chance to observe my “Cupid,” who, in lieu of a diaper, was dressed in a smart navy skirt suit underneath the pale yellow lab coat, which had the letters HEAVR and her name stitched in dark magenta on the lapel. She wore a shade of lipstick that matched the magenta perfectly, and because her skin was a similar olive shade to my own, I found myself wondering if I could pull off the color too. Joan’s hair, however, was put back in the sort of high, professional ponytail that had always confounded me—no matter what I did, my ponytails seemed to escape their confines in unruly strands that gave me a “gym look,” which wasn’t super helpful when I was trying to interview for my work-study job or, say, attempting to look cute in case I accidentally ran into Caleb back home.

Ugh. Why did all thought roads lead back to him?

“Okay, so let’s recap.” Joan looked up from her tablet with a bright smile. “You’re looking for an eighteen-to-twenty-three-year-old male, open to any ethnicity, race, or creed. And location . . . you didn’t fill this one out. Do you want strictly local?”

I hesitated. Logically, I should say yes. But on the other hand, wasn’t the beauty of living in this day and age and with this service at my disposal that I could say no? That I could date someone from anywhere in the world (or, well, the seventeen countries that HEAVR currently existed in, anyway)? Why not take advantage? And besides, it would really stick it to Caleb if I somehow found a long-distance soul mate after all.

“No,” I said. “Open to anywhere.”

“That’s fine,” Joan said with a practiced but nevertheless soothing smile. “And that’s it in terms of preliminary information we need from you. The rest will be done with this.” She tapped on the tray. “So let’s just get this on first.” She opened up the vest, inviting me to put my arms through. It was lightweight for something that surely contained a lot of tech in between its seams. Joan came around to Velcro the front together. “Great. Now sit back and put your feet up.”

I leaned back in the buttery chair, which, despite its comfort, made me feel like I was about to get a root canal.

“It won’t hurt, I promise,” Joan said, almost as if she could read my thoughts. “Let’s get these on.” She handed me the gloves as soon as I was settled.

I slipped them on. They were made of some sort of sleek synthetic fiber and they felt slightly more substantial than regular gloves, but maybe that was only because I knew they were haptic and designed to register my motions.

“Okay, and in a moment, you’re going to place this over your head.” She picked up the goggles. “Before you do, you have a choice of locale for your initial questionnaire. Some of our most popular choices are tropical island, outer space, Parisian café, or—thanks to our new partnership with the Tolkien estate—Middle Earth. Any of those do anything for you?”

“Um. How about tropical island?” Out of nerves, I went with the first option she had mentioned, but it sounded appealing enough.

“Perfect,” Joan said. “Once you put these on, you won’t be able to hear or see me anymore. But if you need anything while on your island, just tap your left pointer finger and thumb together and I’ll be able to punch in to guide you. Otherwise, use your pointer finger to pick your choices. And everything else should be pretty self-explanatory. We’re going to be asking you ten questions to select your matches, okay?”

I nodded.

“And here we go.” Joan handed the goggles over and I slipped them over my head. For a second I was in a dark, silent world until Joan must have flipped a switch or something and suddenly there were crystal seas ahead of me, a sandy beach below, and a low sun above. The sounds of lapping water and seagulls filled my ears, and I could even feel the heat of the day surrounding me.

The water sparkled as a perky female voice came through on the headphones attached to my goggles.

“Hello, Mariam, and welcome to the beginning of your HEA. Please answer the following ten questions as honestly and quickly as you can. It’s best to go with your gut answers.”

I took in a deep, shaky breath. Which the machine apparently felt.

“Don’t be nervous! Think of me as your friend. You can call me Agatha. And the questions will be very easy, I promise.”

Agatha? That name didn’t sound like it matched the chipper voice, which I assumed was intended to resemble a girlfriend playing matchmaker. Agatha was more like a grandma who’d disastrously set you up with her bridge partner’s secretly racist grandson. Maybe the system’s OS needed some updating in terms of hip names. Something like Juniper or Brooklyn.

“Ready? Let’s get started!”

Glittery blue letters appeared in the air in front of me, corresponding with the question Agatha read aloud.

Which one of these locations is the most romantic?

A. a beautiful forest clearing under a starry night

B. an intimate candlelit restaurant

C. a centuries-old city with cobblestone streets

D. a comfy couch and fuzzy socks

I hesitated for a second before I remembered the machine—or rather, Agatha’s—instructions. Right, my gut.

I put my hand in front of me and chose option C.

“Wonderful. Question two:”

You’re on a desert island with a small knapsack. Which one of these items are you most likely to find in there?

A. lipstick

B. a book

C. a knife

D. hand sanitizer

The real answer was D, but I was worried about being typecast as a neat freak. I had a small thing about germs, sure, but it wasn’t like I was going to take a potential boyfriend to task for not being vigilantly antiseptic.

“What did I say, Mariam?” Agatha’s voice held a laugh in it now as it gently chided. “Your first instinct, remember?”

My finger shook a bit as I reluctantly chose D. I suddenly had the strange feeling that Agatha not only knew when I was nervous (as a result of having my heart rate monitored with the vest, I supposed), but could predict which answer I was going to pick. But that was impossible, right? Agatha couldn’t genuinely read my thoughts.

Could she?

Oh God. I realized I was starting to think of Agatha as a “she.”

“Let’s go with an easier question, Mariam. To relax you. Remember, there is no wrong answer. And at the end, you will have three initial matches to choose from. If none of them work out, you get a free do-over. It’s part of the HEAVR guarantee!”

I could practically hear the toothpaste-commercial smile in Agatha’s voice.

If you could paint your bedroom any of these hues, and you only had five seconds to choose, which one would you pick?

Four swatches appeared in front of me, and above them, a countdown clock ticking down from five.

The first was a light mauve, the second a sky blue, the third an olive green, and the fourth a mid-range gray.

I barely had time to register that they were cool tones, the only colors I personally would ever choose to paint a room. It was only a flit of a thought that I might have, in fact, actually lived in a room with each of those paint colors at some point in my life. Whenever we moved, my parents would allow me the small luxury of painting my new room whatever color I wanted. I guessed it was their way of giving me a modicum of control over my life, however superficial. It was only the last three years of high school, the three years with Caleb, that I’d ever stayed in one room for such an extended amount of time. The mauve room.

The countdown was at one when I numbly picked out the first option, the color I’d stared at when I’d lost my heart and, eventually, my virginity to the boy who didn’t even have the decency to give it back. My heart, that is, not my virginity. That one’s pretty nonrefundable.

“Great. I think we’re going to keep the countdown clock going. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t feel relaxed when picking out your answers. Okay?”

Um, yeah sure. Easy for you to say, Agatha. What’s a clock to someone who’s composed of ones and zeros?

“Next question.”

How much wood could a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood? Per day?

Wait, what? How was this related . . .

A. five tons

B. three trees

C. seventeen sticks

D. more than a squirrel could squirrel away

Ummm . . .

I read the question over again, but the countdown clock was already down to two by the time I finished. I instinctively fell back on my multiple-choice training from years of standard education: when in doubt, pick C.

“The next few questions are going to seem less straightforward. Remember not to think too hard about them, and most important, don’t consider how they may or may not affect the outcome today. Trust our methods, Mariam. They work. Okay?”

I assumed the question was rhetorical, so I was surprised when Agatha said, “Just nod if you feel comfortable with that.”

Nod? So there must be some sensors in the headset too . . . sensors that could read my mind?

I nodded instinctively, even as the rest of me started to feel distinctly uncomfortable with this situation. Which of course made me feel worse, since it immediately conjured up one of the only fights Caleb and I had ever had. The one where he had called me a sheep who blindly followed instructions.

But anyway, either Agatha—or the machine; it was better if I thought of it as a MACHINE—knew that I was on the verge of possibly bailing, or it was always programmed to make the last six questions as rapid-fire as possible.

Agatha’s voice became brisk and businesslike, and even though the countdown clock never veered from starting at five, I couldn’t help but feel that it was counting down faster with each successive question.

What is man’s greatest invention?

A. fire

B. the wheel

C. the Internet

D. it hasn’t been invented yet

Maybe it was the influence of my environmentalist parents, but I had a relatively easy time with that one. I chose A.

Which Shakespearean name would you give to a naked mole rat, if you ever had the opportunity to name one?

For reference, Aga . . . or rather, the machine provided an image of a naked mole rat, which unfortunately for my wizened eleventh-grade English teacher, immediately reminded me of my wizened eleventh-grade English teacher.

A. Viola

B. Banquo

C. Prospero

D. Cordelia

I chose B only because I thought I remembered Banquo being a murdered ghost and there was something decrepit about the creature in front of me.

Which of the following pronouns is the most musical?

A. she

B. we

C. whomever

D. several

Wait, was “several” a pronoun? Was this a trick question?

The countdown clock now came with a ticking noise that I was positive hadn’t been there before. I chose A before a zero flashed across my screen and Tom Cruise arced through the sky, framed by a fiery explosion.

The next time Agatha’s voice came through, she definitely sounded more like an army commander than a gossipy confidante. Suddenly this matchmaking experience was starting to feel closer to a first-person shooter than a dating app.

If you were a spy, which country would you want to work for?

Wait, what? Was this some sort of patriot test? Was the government listening in on this?

A. USA

B. Iran

C. Russia

D. England

Normally I wasn’t super anxious about stuff like this—it wasn’t like I had ever fantasized about living off the grid or anything—but I’d also never pointedly been asked which country I was loyal to before.

I chose A, feeling a little like I was betraying my parents and heritage by not choosing B. But I didn’t want to get in trouble, and I was almost positive it was the answer Agatha wanted to hear. (And fine, whatever. I needed to accept that I thought of the machine as a person now. You win, Agatha.)

What’s your favorite kind of sky?

Agatha’s voice was gentle and dreamy again as she read the choices.

A. starry and infinite

B. blue with fluffy white clouds

C. streaked with a pink-and-orange sunset

D. pregnant with billowing gray thunderclouds

That seemed more like it in terms of matchmaking questions.

I’d always liked the rain, and the anticipation of rain even more. My older sister, Mina, used to roll her eyes and call me faux goth back when I was in middle school. But thunder and rain had never seemed dark to me. They seemed like a chance for renewal, like they could clean the slate in preparation for something new, something different. My whole life I’d felt like I was waiting for one good rainstorm to come and bring with it the start of my real life, where my insecurities would be washed away and replaced with total confidence in who I really was and what I really wanted. Whatever those were. (Obviously this storm would also give me true purpose, too, you know? What good were metaphorical rainstorms otherwise?)

Incidentally, Caleb had loved thunderstorms too. On one of our most romantic dates we’d gotten caught in one, but instead of running to his car, he’d pulled me into an embrace and kissed me for what felt like three gloriously drenched hours.

“Last question! You’re doing so great, Mariam.”

Agatha’s voice was that of an enthusiastic life coach now.

If life was a report card, and you had to pick only one of these subjects to ace, which would it be?

A. romantic love

B. career

C. family

D. inner peace

I froze. How could I choose among those? I wanted them all. Didn’t everybody?

“Don’t worry, Mariam. That’s not to say you wouldn’t do well in those other subjects too.”

Agatha chuckled.

“Think of it as one of them being A-plus and the rest at least solid Bs.”

Right, okay.

The countdown clock had started again, and I read over the four answers once more. Finally I picked the one that embodied what I was doing here in the first place, even though I wasn’t sure if it was quite the right one.

As soon as my finger touched A, the glittery blue letters exploded into confetti in the cloudless sky.

“Congratulations! You have completed our matchmaking questionnaire. Just give me a few minutes and I will find you your top three matches.”

I let out a big breath. That was way more stressful than I’d anticipated. I could use a big iced coffee on this fake beach right about now.

A part of me expected Agatha to chime in after hearing that thought, and maybe even make a cup appear in front of me, but the scenery remained the same, with nothing but birdcalls in the air.

I waited, wondering if whatever heating lamp they were using in the room to emulate the warmth of the beach could actually give me a tan.

Then I wondered if they had modeled this beach on a real beach or if some graphic designer had just sketched it out from her own imagination.

Then I thought it was a bit incongruous that I could hear what sounded like fifty flocks of seagulls and not see a single one.

Finally I wondered where the hell Agatha was, because it felt like it had been more than a few minutes. Maybe someone else here needed a countdown clock.

“Hello again! I’m back with your perfect matches.”

Yeah, great. Get on with it, Aggie.

“I am pleased to announce that each of your three matches falls in the ninetieth percentile, with your top match being at ninety-eight percent! That is a rarity. Only about four percent of our matches ever score quite that high.”

That was a lot of percentages being thrown around. I couldn’t help but feel that Agatha was stalling. She probably lived for this reveal.

Except she doesn’t live at all, Mariam. Once again, she is a MACHINE.

I really needed to get my results and get off this damn fake beach. This whole thing was clearly getting to me.

“And here he is. Your top match: Jeremy D.”

A smiling face appeared in front of me, with two smaller faces flanking it on either side. Jeremy had brown eyes, black hair, great cheekbones. Definitely cute.

But I didn’t get to examine him too closely. Because something familiar tugged at me from my peripheral vision, causing me to instinctively turn my head.

My third option, coming in at 91 percent compatibility as the shining blue letters below his beaming smile told me, was Caleb.



CHAPTER 2


YOU CAN TAKE SOME TIME to examine each of your matches’ profiles, Mariam.” Agatha’s voice was chipper again as Jeremy’s file opened in front of me and a list of attributes, from his location to his hobbies, appeared.

He was into rock climbing and lived in New York like me, but my brain couldn’t process the words beyond that. Because even though I wasn’t looking at Caleb’s profile, I felt like I would know his answers by heart.

Location: Berkeley, California.

What I’m into: animal welfare, Mediterranean food, being the kind of person who would pull over during his driver’s ed exam to see to a stray dog on the side of the road.

What I’m looking for: Once upon a time, it was a cheerful girl with a cat I found for her (to whom she was allergic but couldn’t bear to part from anyway. Appropriately named Sneezes). But now . . . now . . .

I hardly seemed to be in control as my hand took over, swiping away Jeremy’s face and opening up Caleb’s file, reading what it really said.

What I’m looking for: a laugh and someone to laugh with.

The rest of the profile got blurry then, and it took some maneuvering to get my gloved hand underneath my goggles to swipe at my face.

The last time Caleb and I had spoken, a week after we’d broken up, I’d asked him what he was looking for if it wasn’t me. And he had said, definitively, that he didn’t know.

“I just feel like we’re about to be across the entire country from one another and something about holding on . . . it doesn’t seem right. You know?” he’d said, as we sat on a bench and stared out onto the boats of Lake George. I’d chosen the meeting place, and it had been a stupid choice since it was the site of one of our very first dates. But then again, what part of our town wasn’t tainted with memories of the two of us holding hands, making out, laughing?

Laughing.

A laugh and someone to laugh with?! That was me. That had always been me.

And that was the thing. I felt the opposite of Caleb, even then. Going to college, living in a dorm away from my parents, sister, brother, and Sneezes, the thing I most wanted to do was hold on, especially to the one thing, the one person, who made me feel sure about anything. Who made me feel sure about myself, even if I couldn’t seem to figure out what to major in, or what career to have, or even what talents I possessed.

“Take your time, Mariam. But I would echo advice I gave earlier. It truly is best to go with your gut.” I was jolted back to the present by Agatha’s chummy voice. I’d traveled pretty far down memory lane, back to when I was blissfully unaware of what a passive-aggressive AI sounded like. “Remember, it’s just an initial date. And if it doesn’t work out, you will be free to choose from the other two matches.”

This time I listened to the voice and didn’t second-guess it. My gut was angry and confused and sad. But it was also pointing in only one direction.

So I let it guide my finger to bachelor number three and punched at Caleb’s name before common sense or dignity could talk me out of it.

•  •  •

I vaguely registered that Agatha said goodbye, and then Joan started talking again as soon as she had helped me take off the headset. It was hard to hear over the loud pumping of my heart and the screaming internal monologue of: Oh God, what have I done?!

So was Caleb even now receiving a message that I’d chosen him as my HEAVR match? Also, what was Caleb even doing on HEAVR anyway? In my most painful thoughts, the ones that sometimes invaded my nightmares, he was now living out a real-life HEA with one of his tall, toned, beautiful California classmates. Though I guess this would mean that he was probably still single. I should take some comfort in that.

Except not really, because now I’d invited in another sort of nightmare altogether. A humiliating sort that would let Caleb know I was definitely not over him and force him to reject me all over again.

No. No, no, no. I had to ask Joan if there was a way to Ctrl+Z this situation, right now.

“Excuse me, but I think I need to change my answer,” I blurted in the middle of whatever it was Joan was talking about. “I want to choose a different match.”

“Oh,” Joan said. “Well, okay, that’s not a problem.”

Hope bubbled amid the acid in my churning stomach. “Really? It’s not too late? Caleb hasn’t already received my match request?” My voice squeaked in anticipated relief.

Joan smiled. “No. We like to establish the terms of the connection with our client first. As you know, you’ll be going on at least three initial dates through our system, but you can add on as many dates later as you’d like. Not only is this a safer approach, but our methods have been scientifically proven to help alleviate, or in some cases eradicate, some of the most common awkward or unpleasant aspects of the first-date experience. And I see that you have already decided to take advantage of our unique platform by opting for our meet-cute package.”

Oh yeah. I had. But it sure would be hard to meet-cute someone you’ve already known for over three years, and biblically for one of them. I was about to open my mouth to say that to Joan when I was struck by another idea. A far-fetched one, probably, but then again . . .

“You mentioned safety. Would there be a way for me to go under a pseudonym for the initial date?” I asked, hardly knowing how the question had even occurred to me.

“Yes, absolutely. You can just use your first name, or even an entirely made-up handle if you like.”

“I see.” My calm voice belied whatever scheme my mind seemed to be quickly coming up with. I could barely keep up with it. “And what about my picture? Is it possible to present my profile to my match without a photo?”

“Well, it is possible, yes, but we don’t recommend it. We’ve found the chances of someone agreeing to a date without a photo are pretty slim,” Joan responded with a smile.

That made sense. But still, it was possible . . . okay, one more question. “And what about on the date itself? Instead of a live video, is it possible to have an avatar?”

Joan nodded. “Absolutely. It’s a commonly used option, in fact. Some people find the floating video head disconcerting, so you can let us make a full-body avatar that represents you, which you are free to tweak to an extent.”

That was it. If I could get Caleb to agree to a photoless date, if I could make an avatar of myself that didn’t look exactly like me, and if I could present myself under a different name . . . then maybe, maybe, I could get him to fall in love with me again.

But why would you want that, Mariam? The rational part of me intruded on my thoughts. You already gave it a go with Caleb and it didn’t work. Why can’t you move on?

Because . . . because. I didn’t know, really. I just knew that over the past five months, I’d felt like I’d been scraped clean from the inside and left with someone who only resembled me on the surface. And everything that had been taken away seemed to be the parts that made me interesting, or funny, or tolerable to be around. They were the parts that thought it was okay to spend five days in a row in the same pajama pants or rationalized that the blue glow of my computer screen was the same as feeling the sun on my face.

How could I even meet anyone else tucked away like that? And who would want to meet me? I didn’t have anything interesting to say. My mind was stuck in a loop of self-pity and what-ifs.

Like what if I had a second chance with Caleb?

Well, here it was. Right in front of me. I hadn’t asked for him. Out of the hundreds of thousands of applicants, maybe even millions, the machine had picked him. It was like science backing up what was in my gut.

My gut. Agatha had repeatedly told me to go with it. Once the choices were in front of me, there was only one answer that my entire being (okay, barring the killjoy, heartless voice that kept telling me to move on, like it was so easy, disembodied voice) was yearning for.

So why not surrender to it? Why not give it one more go? Why not see this for the dramatic grand gesture that my favorite rom-coms were made of? This was one what- if I didn’t want to keep replaying in my head. This was a carpe diem moment. And I’d very nearly failed high school Latin, so for my brain to choose to use it now was pretty symbolic of the moment’s epicness.

“I take it back. I’m sticking with my original choice,” I told Joan. “What’s my next step?”

•  •  •

I spent another hour at HEAVR headquarters, tweaking my profile since I now knew its audience of one quite well, and also helping to make an avatar that did and didn’t look like me. HEAVR created the baseline built on my real appearance, but I could slightly alter things like hair color, eye color, and my wardrobe. That’s what Caleb would see instead of my photo, along with the name SiennaV23. (I’d always fancied being named Sienna; it was also sometimes my Starbucks name, but luckily Caleb didn’t know that.)

Joan said that Caleb would get the ping that night and would have forty-eight hours to agree or say no.

So now there was nothing to do but wait.

I only had to walk two blocks to get to my dorm. The geniuses of HEAVR had figured out pretty quickly that college campuses were a gold mine, and NYU—also having the distinction of being in New York City and not even having an official campus—had been one of the first ten schools to get one. The coupon that HEAVR representatives had handed out at the college life fair at freshman orientation was another brilliant marketing move.

I turned my phone off and tucked it away within a zippered pocket in my bag, not to be unzipped until midnight. I promised myself that I could check it only once that night, just before bed. I had to admit the chances of Caleb agreeing to a date with a random avatar weren’t very high, but then maybe I’d have my answer and could move on. Either way, I hoped he’d respond and not just let the forty-eight hours lapse; I didn’t know how I’d deal with my obsessive urges tomorrow, which was a Friday, when I wouldn’t even have classes to distract me.

At least Hedy should be home. All I’d have to do was mention some classic movie I probably should have seen but hadn’t, and my cinema studies roommate would be pulling up the black-and-white film from her library before I could say “Fred Astaire.” Then, while she was playing six degrees of classic film star separation, I’d continue being my clueless self, scandalizing her and thus perpetuating the movie marathon.

Easy way to kill at least six to seven hours (already in two months, I’d learned that old Hollywood really liked their three-hour epics). Perfect.

But when I opened the door to my room, I was greeted with silence, two unmade extra-long twin beds, and an eclectic, clashing mishmash of posters on both sides of the room. No Hedy.

I scowled at Ingrid Bergman and Humphrey Bogart, who looked soulfully back at me from above Hedy’s bed. I had to admit that I’d felt pressured to show my personality through some sort of wall art after seeing the carefully curated old movie posters (some even framed) that Hedy had lugged with her from home. Mine were entirely bought from a poster store in the East Village and selected all at once in a fit of one-upmanship that even I couldn’t fully explain. I plopped down underneath the faux vintage wine poster (why? I’d never even had a glass of wine, let alone needed to stare at a weird old advertisement for one). I was staring at the grapes, wondering if I should find someone who could buy me a bottle of wine, wondering if I should just take the damn thing down, but mostly wondering how the hell I was going to spend the next six hours not glued to my phone screen and obsessing away my teeth enamel, when I heard the most glorious sound I could imagine: the toilet flushing.

Hedy was home after all!

“Hey!” I said as soon as the bathroom door opened, clearly startling my roommate, who jumped and knocked her own glasses off with the back of her hand. There was a reason Hedy never watched horror movies. “Sorry!” I immediately apologized.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” Hedy said, her hand on her heart as she worked on her composure. She was dressed in a crisp white shirt and black slacks, her curly blond hair pulled back with two bobby pins. She always looked so put together that I’d made her spill her style secret last month. Which Hedy had done in four words. “What would Audrey wear?” she’d told me, pointing to Audrey Hepburn laughing from a bicycle on her poster of Roman Holiday.

A good motto, especially for Hedy, whose shape resembled Audrey’s. For me to try to streamline my boobs, butt, and thighs into anything the rail-thin icon had ever worn would be laughable, though.

“Sorry, again. I was just excited to see you,” I said.

“Oh?” Hedy walked over to her desk and woke her computer up.

“I was hoping we could have a movie night?” Oh, please don’t be busy. I hadn’t thought of a backup plan and, frankly, hadn’t made friends with anyone else at school that I could call to make one with.

“Um . . . well, I do need to watch a couple of Italian movies for a paper.” Hedy eyed me skeptically.

Italian! Perfect! That meant subtitles and even more for my brain to do in lieu of obsessing over my phone.

“Oh yes! Could I watch with you?”

“Sure,” Hedy said slowly. It looked as if she might want to pry deeper as to why I was suddenly so enthusiastic about a fifty-year-old, subtitled, black-and-white movie. But then Hedy seemed to answer her own question with a “Fellini is a genius.”

In the beginning, I couldn’t say I agreed. It was hard to keep up with exactly what was going on. But somewhere in the middle, I got caught up in the love story, or rather love stories, of this director Guido’s very complicated romantic life. It almost made me wish I had more than one past love to obsess over. Maybe that would be a good way to at least spread out the angst and turmoil instead of having it concentrated on one face, one smile, one pair of lips sending sparks down to the pit of my stomach.

The second movie was again about the dilemma of multiple love interests. This time the protagonist was a writer. Somewhere in the middle of this film, however, my mind started to wander, inevitably landing right on Caleb. Had I made the wrong decision in choosing him? What about what’s-his-face, the guy who was a 98 percent match for me? I couldn’t remember his name and couldn’t pretend that I’d even glimpsed at my third match.

What was wrong with me? I was eighteen, I was in college, and I was single. Shouldn’t I be living it up and testing out the waters? Shouldn’t my love life be more interesting than some middle-aged Italian guy’s in an old movie? Or at the very least be on par with his?

By the time the movie ended, I was mad at myself for my decision and mad at Agatha and HEAVR for even putting the option of Caleb in front of me. What the hell? Was it some sort of test from the universe? If so, I had obviously failed.

I kept my true emotions out of my voice when I thanked Hedy for letting me watch the movies with her. But my toothbrush got the brunt of them, and I tore a hole in the leg of my pajama pants when I tried to jam myself into them with the force of my feelings behind it.

I didn’t bother changing out of them, though. It was only a small hole, and besides, I was just going to bed. Alone. No one would see.

It was only when I had to set my alarm for the next day that I dug out my phone and turned it on.

There was a voice mail from my mom and a text from Mina asking me about my plans for the weekend.

And there was an e-mail from HEAVR.

“Congratulations! You’ve made your first mutual match. . . .”

I didn’t need to read any further before every ounce of my anger and frustration dissipated into one big pink poof of giddiness.

Caleb had accepted. We were going to go on a first date (again).



CHAPTER 3


IT WAS THE FOLLOWING FRIDAY. Date night. Or rather, meet-cute night. And I couldn’t help reminiscing about my original real-life meeting with Caleb.

He’d been in his soccer uniform and I’d been . . . dressed as a wolf in a jersey. Minus the head. I’d agreed to sub in to play the mascot as a favor to my new friend Rose, but I was having trouble seeing through the eyeholes of the headpiece, which seemed to be most bizarrely situated in the wolf’s snout, a place that landed squarely on my forehead.

“You’d better hurry up, Rose. You can’t let the little kids see you like this,” a good-natured voice had said from behind me. “It would shatter their illusions of the existence of the Satcham High Wolfman.”

I’d whipped around to be greeted by a face that had struck me speechless with its undeniable attractiveness and warm grin. Caleb’s dark skin and slim, compact body were somehow enhanced by being enshrouded in his white polyester uniform and knee socks, which I had never before thought could look so appealing.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he’d said when he saw my face. “You’re not Rose.”

“Subbing in,” I’d said, awkwardly shifting the wolf head under my armpit. “She has the flu.”

“Sorry to hear that,” he’d said, tilting his head as if to study me. Within a moment, his grin was back. “Howl about you tell me your name?”

I’d guffawed, only because I couldn’t believe someone so hot had just said something so dorky.

His smile got sheepish. “Sorry. I have a thing for bad puns.” He’d shrugged.

“Oh. You mean you moon over them?” I’d shot back. It wasn’t like I’d said anything remotely that clever, but the way his grin deepened, you’d think that I’d just whipped out a killer stand-up routine.

“Wolf them down,” he’d responded with a laugh before putting out his hand to shake mine. “Hi, I’m Caleb.”

“Mariam,” I’d introduced myself, trying to balance the large head on my forearm as I offered him a weak handshake.

“Need help with that?” He’d pointed to the head.

“I think so,” I’d admitted. “Well, unless I want to start a new myth about the Visually Impaired Wolfman of Satcham High. How do you think the little kids would feel about that?”

“It has potential,” he’d responded. “I hear they’re big into reboots these days.”

He’d helped me rejigger the wolf head then, as best he could, so that if I tilted my chin just so, I could see enough to at least be able to walk across the field without causing bodily harm to myself or others.

Of course, what I remembered most was that this had inevitably involved quite a lot of welcome contact between his hands and my neck.

So my original meet-cute? Definitely tell-to-the-grandchildren-worthy. But I was looking forward to getting a second one. I mean, how many grandparents would have two separate stories to tell about the first time they met?

HEAVR had e-mailed me, asking me to rank my top choices of meet-cute locations. Or there was a “surprise me” option. After much consideration, I’d checked off that one. Everything else about this date seemed so orchestrated that it somehow seemed like the right thing to do.

But now I was nervous. I’d spent extra for the meet-cute; should I have planned it out more? What if the machine didn’t have the same vision of romance as I did?

I decided to distract myself as much as possible at my work-study gig, which was manning the front desk at the school’s gym in the Palladium dorm. All afternoon, as I scanned badges and double-checked faces against names, I tried to make small talk.

“It’s warm out there for the season, isn’t it?” I asked an intense-looking grad student who seemed alarmed to have to speak to anyone on the way to her workout, let alone about the weather.

“I like your leggings. Are they weatherproof?” I inquired of an undergrad who told me she had no clue as they had just come in a care package from her dads.

“What’s the frequency, Kenneth?” I blurted to someone whose name matched the old R.E.M. song, and who gave me a strange look as he grabbed a towel from in front of me and then sprinted to the weight machines, as if my weirdness might be contagious.

Dude is in New York. He should probably get used to strangers blurting out non sequiturs, I mused as one of my coworkers brought in a fresh batch of warm towels from upstairs. “Season’s greetings,” he said as he stacked them neatly in front of me.

“Thanks,” I said as I glanced at him.

“No problem,” he said. I didn’t know his name, but he looked familiar. There was a small scar on his left eyebrow that I could’ve sworn I’d seen before. Maybe he was in my Writing Workshop class, but he was gone before I had a chance to read the ID that hung from his neck.

My shift ended at seven thirty and my date was supposed to start at eight. But one of the beautiful things about HEAVR was I wouldn’t have to waste any time getting prepped and primped like I would for a real-life date. Hell, if there was even the tiniest possibility of bumping into Caleb in real life, I would be spending hours shaving and plucking and scrubbing all manner of body parts—and that’s not even taking into consideration the careful and time-consuming ritual of taming my hair.

But with HEAVR, I’d just have to press a few buttons and—presto. My redheaded avatar had on eyeliner, lip gloss, and a cute outfit. This meant that I could walk from my job right over to the HEAVR building and end up with fifteen minutes to spare.

It was Joan who called me in again.

“Are you ready?” she asked with a smile after I’d already donned the vest and gloves and was sitting comfortably in my chair.

I was. I had to be.

“The important thing to know is that you can walk around from within the date. You just have to use your left hand and ‘walk’ your middle and pointer like this.” Joan demonstrated with her own hand on the tray.

I nodded. “Got it.”

“And in the first few minutes, you won’t be able to control everything. That’s so you can have your meet-cute. Okay?”

I nodded again.

“Other than that, everything should be pretty self-explanatory. Agatha will be in there to help you, and again, if you ever need me, press your thumb and pointer together.”

Ugh, Agatha again? It would be like being escorted by a nosy chaperone—AI by way of the nineteenth century.

But I just told Joan, “Okay,” as I took the goggles from her and put them on my head.

The simulation was dark, but it wasn’t pitch-black. Instead it looked navy blue, like a velvety night sky.

“Hello again, Mariam,” Agatha’s voice came through. “I’ve been told you have chosen a surprise location for your meet-cute. May I just say that I’m proud of you for that choice?”
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