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I

“So. Are you going to do it?”
Petra looked up at Leila’s words, packing her bag 

and tidying her workstation.
“Do what?” asked Petra, feigning ignorance, 

even though she knew exactly what her co-worker 
was talking about. Leila had been talking about it all 
week.

“GoDate, silly.” Leila rolled her eyes, seeing right 
through Petra’s charade. She tucked one of the light 
brown strands that had escaped her loosely braided 
updo behind her ear. “Don’t you qualify this year 
for the first time?” Her heart-shaped face and bright  
hazel eyes wore an expression that Petra found a little 
too enthusiastic.

Petra shrugged. It was late, she was tired and she 
didn’t particularly feel like being goaded into some-
thing. “Don’t you have to?” she said, hoping to fob 
Leila off, but knowing her chances of success were 
slim.

“I think you can postpone,” said Leila, her brow 
furrowing slightly. “But then you have to participate 
the year after.”
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“That’s governments for you,” said Tom, his eyes 
not moving away from his dual screens, his fingers 
continuing to dance over his keyboard. In spite of the 
late hour, he seemed to be in no hurry to leave the 
office. “Compulsory this, compulsory that. Always 
trying to manipulate the people to their own ends.”

“Oh, ignore him,” Leila exclaimed. “You know 
how he gets. Geriatric cynic!”

Tom wasn’t actually that much older than Lei-
la—late 30s to her early 30s—but his curly hair was 
starting to grey, making him appear more senior. At 
Leila’s words, he looked up.

“I’m right, though, aren’t I?” he said. “It’s bloody 
manipulation. There are better things they could do 
to boost the birth rate in this city than matchmak-
ing. Things that don’t exclude the LGBTIQ demo- 
graphic, for example.”

“Like banning contraception? Making more test 
tube babies? Generating clones?” shot back Leila. 
Her voice was gently mocking, picking on Tom’s love 
of speculative pop culture. But Petra could hear an 
undercurrent of impatience in her voice: she and Tom 
had had this argument many times before. Petra was 
used to it: disagreements of this nature were a daily 
occurrence between them, with both parties going at 
it like couple in a Webflix sitcom. “This is real life, 
Tom, not science fiction.”

“What about more reasonable work hours,  
better pay, more affordable housing and tax breaks 
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for would-be parents?” Tom retorted. “That more up 
your alley, Leila? Or is all your grumbling about our 
employment conditions just vapour?”

Petra couldn’t help suppressing a smile. Tom was 
more progressive than Leila in his politics, which  
annoyed Leila to no end.

“It’s still a choice, though,” said Petra, getting up, 
slinging her bag onto her shoulder and trying to cut 
Leila off. “They can’t make you find someone, settle 
down and start popping out babies.”

“Popping out taxpayers,” Tom corrected her. 
“That’s all our government cares about.”

“No they can’t,” said Leila, leaning one hand 
on Petra’s desk and deliberately turning her back on 
Tom. “But they can certainly encourage it. So Petra, are 
you going to play?”

Petra could see Leila wasn’t going to let her leave 
without an answer. Her co-worker could be quite 
stubborn when she fixated on something, and as far 
as Leila was concerned, GoDate—the city-wide gov-
ernment-mandated dating program that ran every 
summer—was the best thing ever. It had brought  
Justin to her—and as early as Date #3. Leila and 
Justin had been together for five years now, tying the 
knot a mere eleven months after their first meeting. 
Having met Justin in person, Petra could understand 
why: he was kind, generous, handsome, clever and 
incredibly smitten with Leila, as though no other 
woman in the world would ever do. Furthermore, he 
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wanted to build a life with her—family, kids, holidays 
at the coast—the works. In Petra’s eyes, theirs was the 
pinnacle of Romantic love. When they were togeth-
er, it was as if no one else in the world existed. They 
finished each other’s thoughts and sentences. They 
sent each other cute texts throughout the day, and left 
each other love notes (written on Graphyte stationery, 
of course!) in unexpected places, like Leila’s lunchbox 
or in the pocket of her favourite trench coat. When-
ever they were in the same room, they couldn’t keep 
their paws off each other. Even if other people were 
around, they had to maintain some sort of physical 
contact—holding hands, giving each other hugs from 
behind or, failing that, blowing kisses from across 
the room. It was all a bit over-the-top for Tom, who 
would tell them frequently to “Get a room!” or “Take 
it outside!” But even Tom had to acknowledge grudg-
ingly the depth of Leila and Justin’s commitment to 
one another.

“Why are you so keen for Petra to do it, anyway?” 
asked Tom. “Marital bliss not exciting enough for 
you?”

“I just want my most deserving and talented friend 
to be happy,” sniffed Leila, tossing her head. “What’s 
wrong with that?”

Tom rolled his eyes. “Like finding a life partner is 
automatically going to make someone happy.”

Leila turned to face him and opened her mouth to 
retort, but Petra beat her to it.
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“I’m not sure I’m ready. I’m still thinking about 
it,” she said, running one of her hands through her 
pixie-ish hair, which was currently dyed black with 
hot pink and white tips. “It’s been a while since I was 
in a relationship. I’m rather enjoying being single at 
the moment.”

“Petra, you’re twenty-four,” said Leila, rounding 
on her. “In the old days, you’d be considered an old 
maid.”

“Because twenty-four is so over the hill,” said Tom 
dryly. He winked at Petra, who tried to hide a smile.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It starts really soon, 
doesn’t it?”

“Monday,” chimed in Tom before Leila could  
reply. “You’ve got two days to decide.”

Leila turned and gave him a dirty look, which 
Tom ignored as he got up to refill his coffee cup. Petra 
knew that that meant he was over the conversation 
and was just waiting for them to leave, because he 
liked being alone in the office: he got more work done 
then, or so he claimed.

“Guess I have two days to decide, then,” said  
Petra, making moves towards the door and hoping 
Leila would take the hint.

Leila grabbed her own bag and followed. “Remem-
ber, if you do, there are some great perks,” she said, 
lowering her voice so Tom couldn’t hear. “Flex time. 
Reduced hours and workload. Longer lunch breaks. 
Discounts. Freebies. Priority Rydes. Gift cards, even. 
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And even if you don’t meet your soul mate the way 
I did, you still have a terrific time over the ten pre-
scribed dates. I mean, do you want to end up alone, 
like Tom?”

“I don’t know. I reckon Tom’s pretty happy on his 
own,” said Petra as they caught the packed lift down 
to the ground floor together.

Leila snorted. “He just wants you to think that—
Mr I-Don’t-Need-Anybody.”

Petra chose not to respond, and then bade her  
colleague a quick goodbye as Leila followed the 
crowds to the nearest Metro stop. Petra herself had 
no use for public transport, preferring instead to cycle 
as it lowered her health insurance premium. Besides, 
there was something immensely satisfying about fly-
ing past all the gridlocked cars and transpods, follow-
ing the smooth curved lines of the cycleway out of the 
heat of the city and over the freeways, down towards 
the river. The sun had almost finished setting just 
as she reached the waterfront, and she paused for a  
moment, drinking in its final rays, before continuing.

She swung past her favourite ramen place to pick 
up takeaway, then peddled long and hard through the 
final stretch to the Quartz district, a densely populat-
ed overdeveloped forest of concrete apartment build-
ings known for their late 21st-century Post-Brutalist 
design, rising as high as zoning laws would allow  
towards the heavens.
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Petra liked the area, despite its heavy industrial 
vibe. One of its past councilmen had been quite an 
environmentalist, which meant there were trees and 
vertical gardens everywhere, lending the common 
spaces a measure of tranquillity missing from many 
of the city’s other residential districts. Her block—
quaintly named “New Arcadia”—boasted a pool, a 
fully equipped gym, an entertaining area that could 
be hired for private parties, and an excellent electron-
ic cycle storage system that couldn’t be cracked by 
thieves. The building consisted solely of very reason-
ably priced studio apartments. The studios were only 
slightly larger than shoeboxes, but each one came 
fully equipped with a kitchenette, a tiny bathroom, a 
loft bed (accessible by stairs, not by ladder), modular 
space-saving furniture and excellent soundproofing. 
In addition, each one had its own window: a large 
round porthole with a generous sill for pot plants that 
also contained a drone drop box.

New Arcadia was said to have been designed by 
a local architect who had spent most of her formative 
years in overcrowded cities like New York and Tokyo, 
nurtured by parents who subscribed heavily to the 
principles of the Tiny House movement of the early 
21st century. So while many of the features in Petra’s 
flat came across as endearingly retro (like the man-
ually sliding barn door that covered her entrance), 
others (like the pull-out storage drawers in the stairs 
leading up to her loft bed) were very handy.
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After locking her cycle away, Petra caught the lift 
up to the 25th floor, nodding in acknowledgement 
at a neighbour taking his laundry to the Mat for 
their overnight service. Entering her flat, she whis-
tled at Xavier, her pet grey and yellow cockatiel. He  
chirruped back, anticipating what would happen next 
because it was always the same: Petra would hang 
up her bag, fetch herself a glass of water, then come 
and let Xavier out of his cage for a bit of exercise. 
Although his wings were clipped, he could still fly 
fairly well around the tiny space, and as she slumped 
into her seat by the window to eat her ramen on the 
extendable table, he would dart about the room, per-
forming aerial feats that amused and delighted her.

After dinner, she tidied up, showered, changed 
into pyjamas, then watched a few episodes of what- 
ever show she was currently into on Webflix. Tonight, 
it was an e-sports romcom about World of Tolcraft play-
ers. Xavier perched on her shoulder, occasionally  
tugging at her hair or collar. Then she switched off 
the Box, put Xavier back in his cage, said goodnight 
to him and crawled into bed.

Petra spent most evenings like this. Occasion- 
ally she’d stay out a little later to have dinner with her 
co-workers—particularly on the nights when Leila’s 
husband Justin had to work late. But often after the 
lengthy workday and the intensity of her deadlines, 
she didn’t have the energy and brain space for much 
more.
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She didn’t mind, though. She had always been 
something of a solitary creature—well, as solitary 
as one could be when surrounded by twelve million 
people. Her family had lived a little further out from 
the CBD in the Sandstone district, an area that had 
been designed and engineered right down to the last 
square centimetre. It had been a lovely place to grow 
up: there were enough public parks (elevated on podi-
ums positioned just below the first floors of most of the 
apartment buildings), “green” ways, cafés, squares 
and libraries to satisfy even the most claustrophobic 
residents. Petra’s family were not poor, but neither 
were they well off: her parents—retired now—had 
both been teachers at local schools, and their com-
bined salary only afforded them a two and a half 
bedroom flat on the 14th floor. The youngest of three 
sisters, having a room to herself was never an option, 
so Petra spent her childhood sharing space and bunks 
with one sister or the other.

She dealt with this by spending as much time as 
possible outside the home—in organised sports, at 
first, and then, later, when she was old enough to ven-
ture out safely on her own, in the parks, the library, 
a local café or the mall. She developed ways of being 
out among the general population, while at the same 
time being somewhat removed from them, encased in 
an invisible bubble of her own, listening to music on 
headphones, burying her nose in an e-book, dimming 
down the world with sunglasses, shielding her face 
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with hoodies. She didn’t dislike people; it was more 
that she craved solitude and space, though not nec- 
essarily silence. The crush of humanity could be over-
whelming, but it was still comforting to know that 
there were people and activities all around her. The 
summer her parents took them away on holidays in 
the country, the quiet and stillness had unnerved her. 
She had had her own room on that trip, yet she found 
herself unable to sleep much during the six nights 
they had stayed, and was secretly relieved when they 
returned to their metropolitan lives.

As a teen, Petra had become adept at discovering 
spaces in her neighbourhood where she wouldn’t be 
disturbed—the upstairs quiet study room in the local 
library, tucked away in the back, its windows over-
looking the square’s man-made waterfall; a little-used 
shaded staircase next to a popular bar, backing onto 
a park; a wooden bench off the main path next to a 
topiary garden; a secluded ledge in a shopping mall 
where she could lean against the glass and watch the 
traffic go by. She’d retreat to these places, armed with 
a digital device, a set of earbuds, a notebook and a 
case of drawing materials, because sometimes she 
just preferred to get her hands dirty and work with 
the tactile instead of the digital. Often she would not  
return until dinner time.

It wasn’t that Petra was friendless; she was part 
of a tight little group of oddballs at school, brought 
together more by their love of skateboarding, Krang 
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bands and street art than mutual liking. She hung 
around with them a lot too. But at a certain point, 
something inside her drew her away to the familiar 
comfort of her own company.

She moved out of home as soon as she was afford-
ed the opportunity, attending university at a slightly 
smaller regional city a three-hour train ride away. 
Her dorm room was smaller than her home bedroom, 
and she still had to share, but at least her roommate 
was easy-going and agreeable, and often away at her 
off-campus boyfriend’s place.

Following a stint of unemployment after gradua-
tion, during which Petra’s parents sold their flat and 
moved to the west coast, her sisters soon following, 
she had been hired by Graphyte, a lifestyle stationery 
company that marketed a range of designer products 
to different age groups. Petra’s division, overseen by 
the elegant and slightly intimidating Morena Wil-
son, specialised in the 18-35 demographic: university 
students and young workers. These were people who 
were into stationery for more nostalgic reasons, who  
took pleasure in the tactile, but who also really  
appreciated the mash-up of traditional with tech-
nology. Petra’s department created leather-bound 
journals full of smart paper that could convert  
scribbles and doodles into manipulative digital ele-
ments; clocks that not only told the time, but could 
also be customised to display weather, temperature 
and upcoming appointments; and (Petra’s personal 
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favourite) a range of marker pens with digital inks 
and colours that could be programmed with CMYK, 
RGB and even Pantone values that could be translat-
ed for screen and reproduced in print.

Petra was the youngest person on the team, and 
she suspected she had been hired less for her awesome 
design skills (which were pretty awesome) and more for 
her ties to the younger portion of the department’s 
target demographic. Leila was a little older than her 
and in her early 30s, Tom was in his late 30s, and the 
enigmatic Morena Wilson was older still—mid-40s. 
Between the four of them, they had the target market 
more or less covered.

Petra loved it at Graphyte: she was afforded just 
the right amount of creative freedom balanced with 
Morena’s guiding hand and the directive of the 
Board. This had the useful side effect of instilling 
in Petra a sense of consumer mentality and market-
ability so that she never felt stifled or stymied in her 
role. She had only been at Graphyte a mere eighteen 
months, but during that time—and perhaps because 
of the long hours and punishing work schedules—she 
had bonded quickly with her co-workers, Tom and 
Leila. Tom, the brilliant software designer, coder and 
engineer, had a knack for taking Petra’s rough con-
cepts and turning them into reality: his speciality was 
the interface between the digital and the physical, 
and the wizardry he employed to enable two differ-
ent media to connect and interact with one another 
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never failed to elicit Petra’s admiration. Leila, on the 
other hand, while not being much of an artist, had a 
very keen eye for design, and her sensibilities on that 
front were spot-on, often guiding Petra towards visual  
simplicity and elegance when her instincts leaned  
towards the overly complicated. The two of them were 
always supportive and encouraging, even when some 
of Petra’s more “out there” ideas never moved beyond 
the drawing board. They valued her contributions, 
her perspective and her talents. They valued her, and  
although Petra’s working life was still in its infancy, 
she understood how rare that was, and that she should 
hold onto it for as long as she could.

Petra lay in her loft bed in the comforting and 
familiar darkness, listening to Xavier’s rustling in 
his cage, the creak and shift of her apartment build-
ing cooling down and settling for the night, and the 
muted hum of faraway traffic. She thought about her 
co-workers, Leila’s question and the urgency and 
enthusiasm behind it, and GoDate and the promise 
of true love. She acknowledged that while GoDate’s 
complicated algorithms and calculations might in-
crease the odds of her actually finding a Justin of 
her own, those were still some pretty large odds, 
and there were still no guarantees. Furthermore, she 
would have to weed through a fair bit of dross first. 
That meant putting herself out there—making small 
talk with strangers and playing get-to-know-you 
again and again and again. These were activities that 
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Petra generally did not enjoy. That said, she simply 
wasn’t sure that getting partnered with someone—
even someone as wonderful as Justin—was something 
Petra actually wanted.

Well, she wanted it, yes. Sort of. The concept  
appealed to her. But in practice, she knew she would 
find the physical presence of a guy—even someone 
she loved and adored—somewhat challenging, most-
ly because of the great disruption such a person would 
cause in her somewhat insulated world. She had had 
several boyfriends in the past during high school and 
university, but those relationships had been short-
lived, coming to a natural end when she or they 
had moved away. She had mourned the break-ups, 
but they hadn’t left her overly devastated, and some 
small part of her had been a little glad at being alone 
again. Now at this stage of her life, with significant 
demands on both her time and her energy, she found 
the prospect of intimacy with someone else rather … 
confronting.

And yet …
Petra was self-aware enough to realise that her 

desire for the love of a significant other was at odds 
with her desire for her contented little life to remain 
the same. She knew that some expansion would be 
required of her—some stretching, flexibility or evo-
lution—if she was going to pursue this seriously. The 
problem was she just wasn’t sure she was up for that.
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The following morning, Petra’s alarm woke her at 
6:30am. She showered, breakfasted and let Xavier 
out for a quick fly before blowing him a kiss goodbye 
and heading out.

Petra preferred Saturdays to the grind of Mondays 
to Fridays: on Saturdays, everyone was usually in a 
good mood because the working half-day went fast 
and then the rest of the weekend began. The traffic 
was more relaxed, and Petra felt less antagonism from 
auto drivers as she breezed past them on her cycle.

It was a gorgeous day, and as usual, Petra paused 
at the top of her climb up to the expressway to watch 
the sunlight glinting off the river. The weather was 
pleasantly warm, the kind of warmth that signalled 
that summer was knocking on the door. A couple of 
ferries were making their way back and forth, and  
Petra could see that many passengers had elected to 
sit outside on the decks.

She mounted her cycle again and pedalled hard 
through the final stretch, speeding into the square 
near her building on the tailwinds of some of her  
fellow commuters.
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Tom and Morena were already in the office when 
she arrived—Morena because she pretty much had 
to be (for managers like her often had early morning 
meetings, even on Saturdays), and Tom because he 
preferred to be, though Petra privately wondered if 
he’d left at all.

“Mornin’,” she said to Tom, sliding into her work-
station chair and firing up her machine. He grunted 
in response; despite his early start, Tom wasn’t very 
communicative in the mornings. Then he rose and 
pointed inquisitively at the mug he was carrying.

“Yes please.” Petra said, smiling her gratitude. 
Tom brewed the best coffee in the office. Even More-
na thought so, and it made her overlook some of Tom’s 
more unauthorised uses of the company servers.

He soon returned with a cup for her, and they sat 
and sipped and worked in companionate silence for a 
bit—until Leila breezed in, bringing noise and words 
with her.

“Oh my goodness, the Metro this morning—
trains already running late at 7am … so many people 
…”

Petra was more the audience for this verbal  
barrage—a daily occurrence, as Leila debriefed her 
morning and sometimes the evening before too, as 
if she simply had to bring Petra up to speed on their 
time apart. Tom, Petra noticed, had sidled back to the 
kitchenette on the pretext of obtaining a cookie, since 
his coffee cup was already full. But Leila forgave his 
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absence when he returned with a freshly filled mug 
for her.

“Leila, when you get a chance, could you bring 
up the sales numbers for the last quarter for me?” said 
Morena, materialising unexpectedly. This was Leila’s 
cue to stop chatting and get to work, and the three of 
them pushed on with their allotted tasks through the 
morning.

There was lots to do; there always was. But some-
where around morning tea time, Leila managed to 
nudge Petra and whisper, “So, have you decided 
yet?”—to which Petra responded with a hasty, “Still 
thinking!”

“Don’t leave it for too much longer,” said Leila, 
when they were all packing up to leave around noon. 
“If you need advice or help with the form, I’m just a 
phone call away, you know.” She looked like she want-
ed to say more, but Petra knew she had a lunch date 
with Justin, and she always tried to be punctual for 
him.

Petra waved goodbye to her friend and went to  
retrieve her cycle. She was just pulling it off the rotat-
ing locker rack when she heard a familiar voice. Peek-
ing around to the other side of the locker, she spotted 
her boss, looking tall, elegant and composed, as per 
usual, in her burgundy suit, her glossy dark brown 
hair lightly brushing her shoulders as she laughed.

Morena laughing …? Petra’s curiosity couldn’t 
help but be piqued: Morena rarely smiled and never  
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laughed. She wasn’t dour or strict; she was an  
excellent manager who elicited the best from her team 
through her exacting standards. But she maintained 
a professional distance from her subordinates that 
was driven less by elitist superiority and more by her  
intuitive understanding that she could only be the 
best supervisor she could be by being somewhat  
detached. Petra understood that this was not per-
sonal, and she respected and appreciated Morena as 
her boss, not as a friend, like Leila and Tom. But she 
had only ever seen Morena as that, so viewing her  
superior in a more human light was jarring.

“I remember that!” said Morena to a man Petra 
didn’t recognise. He was well-built and handsome, 
his six-foot frame sleekly outfitted in a very expen-
sive-looking charcoal tailored suit. He appeared to be 
about Morena’s age, though there were some youth-
ful laugh lines around his eyes that crinkled when he 
smiled. “You were always involved in some sort of 
prank, weren’t you, Robert? Didn’t you get kicked out 
of the college for killing some of the grass in the quad, 
writing a rude word?”

“Suspended, not expelled,” said the man in a rich 
baritone. “Anyway, you can’t talk. Didn’t you and 
Rose fill the university swimming pool with tampons 
as an act of protest against the dean?”

“I might have,” said Morena, a sly smile playing 
around her lips. “They never did catch the real cul-
prits. And that dean was such a sexist pig.”
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“He was indeed,” Robert agreed. “Good  
riddance! But enough of him. I want to hear more 
about you. So: Graphyte? That’s not where I though 
you’d end up.”

“Me neither, but here we are. I love it, though: 
I’ve got a great team. The products we’ve developed 
have done really well in our target demographic. 
We’ve seen sales rise by five per cent in the last quart-
er alone.”

“That’s quite an achievement! You should be very 
proud. Of course, I’d expect no less from someone like 
you.”

“Oh, you and your silver tongue!” Even at this  
distance, Petra could see Morena flushing and trying 
to suppress a pleased smile. “But enough of me. What 
about you? Did you go out and change the world like 
you wanted?”

Robert ran a hand through his greying hair, a 
boyish gesture that had Morena swooning a little.

“Well, not exactly,” he said. “That summer after 
we … yeah, well, I headed off to the Serengeti, which 
was just amazing. The following summer, I went back 
and got to know some of the locals. And after that, 
I just kept going there—whenever I could, really—
and helping out where I was needed. And then about 
seven years ago, my partner—you remember John, 
right?—John and I started up Ward Enterprises, and 
it all kind of spread from there: affordable, sustain-
able housing adaptable to every climate on earth. It’s 
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growing every year. We’ve been in talks with Papua 
New Guinea, as well as the governments in more  
developed nations, of course. Things are in the works. 
But as you know, it all takes time.”

“It always does,” Morena replied. “But Robert! 
My goodness! That’s just amazing. You’re doing it—
all those things you talked about in college—”

“I was such a dreamer back then. So naïve.” Rob-
ert laughed.

“Dreamers dream the sort of dreams that change 
the world,” said Morena, not bothering to temper her 
admiration. “You should be very proud, Robert.”

“That’s what Louise keeps saying.”
Morena paused and to Petra’s eyes, she seemed to 

stiffen slightly. “Louise?”
“Oh! I didn’t tell you, did I. Louise. My wife. We 

married about five years ago. We have two little girls.”
It was fortunate Robert went hunting for his cell 

just at that moment; he didn’t notice Morena’s face 
change. But Petra did—surprise chasing disappoint-
ment, followed by resignation and something that 
said, “Oh, of course he’s married now!” By the time 
Robert looked up again, having brought up a family 
snapshot from his camera roll, Morena’s composure 
had returned, and she obliged him by leaning over to 
see the photo and letting out a “Oh Robert! They’re 
just adorable!” that sounded so genuine, Petra began to 
doubt what she had just seen. The mask had slid back 
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into place and Morena was the immaculate business 
professional once more.

“Well,” she said, sighing a little, “I’ve delayed you 
long enough from your lunch. It really was wonderful 
to see you again. It’s been too long.”

“Likewise, Morena,” said Robert, smiling at 
her. “Listen, I fly out Tuesday morning. Any chance 
you’re free for dinner Monday? I’d love to have a  
longer catch-up.”

“Oh, sorry, I’ve got a work thing then.” Petra 
winced at how easily and how smoothly her boss  
proffered what was obviously a lie. “Rain check? Next 
time you’re in town?”

“Ah, what a shame! Unfortunately I won’t be back 
again for at least a year. I couldn’t persuade you to 
blow it off for me?”

“It’s important. Sorry.”
“It’s my fault. Disorganised as ever! Next time, 

then. Goodbye, Morena.”
“Goodbye, Robert.”
A glossy black auto pulled up beside the pair 

just at that moment, the automatic doors opening 
wide for Robert. He disappeared into its backseat 
with a wave, which Morena returned with genuine  
enthusiasm and not a little regret. She watched as the 
auto pulled away, joining the steady stream of traffic 
filled with people heading out to enjoy the rest of their  
Saturday. Petra could not see her boss’s expression, 



26

KAREN BEILHARZ

but she noted Morena’s slumped shoulders, one hand 
at her throat, fiddling with her pearls.

A moment passed. Then the older woman 
straightened and seemed to shake herself a little, as if 
dislodging the whole episode. She turned and strode 
purposefully back towards the building, her head held 
high. Petra watched until Morena had disappeared 
inside the lobby. Then she headed out on her cycle, 
peddling towards home.

Later that night after an evening of drinks, danc-
ing and karaoke with friends, Petra found herself 
turning the whole episode over in her mind, replaying 
the contrast between Morena smiling, laughing and 
almost flirting with her old beau to Morena reserved 
and withdrawn, coming to terms with the fact that 
there was no hope of rekindling that old relationship.

What had they once been to one another? Petra wondered 
as she changed out of her club clothes and into pyj-
amas. There had been an easy camaraderie between 
them—a likemindedness and familiarity that had 
survived the years apart. Had Robert been Morena’s 
soul mate once upon a time?

Petra stood before her only window, brushing 
her teeth and gazing out at the apartment buildings 
around her, their homes mostly dark with slumber, 
the occasional light hinting that its occupant was as 
much of a night owl as she. The image of Morena’s 
statuesque figure standing at the kerb, watching the 
man she had once cared for drive away and out of 
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her life inadvertently popped into Petra’s mind, and 
it disquieted her.

She set her window to dark, climbed the stairs to 
her loft bed and switched off all the lights. She lay 
there under the covers.

I don’t want to end up like Morena.
The thought startled her because it seemed to 

come from nowhere. But she recognised the truth 
of it—recognised that that was why she had been so  
unsettled by the whole incident. It had been a glimpse 
of a possible future, a future Petra did not want. Yes, 
she was content with her little life, filled with her inter-
esting and creative job with wonderful and supportive 
workmates. But she also knew she wanted more. If not 
now, then some day. She wanted someone to share her 
life with—a companion, a friend, someone who knew 
her better than she knew herself.

Someone who would be supportive and encourag-
ing of her, the way that Robert and Morena had been 
with each other.

Switching on a small light, Petra rose, padded 
softly down the stairs of her loft bed and retrieved her 
laptop from its charging station. She brought it to the 
table and fired it up. A few keystrokes later, she found 
herself on the friendly vintage-themed front page 
of GoDate, rendered in handmade fonts and cutesy  
animated icons, the pair of entwined hearts that 
made up its logo dominating the screen. Before she 
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could think twice, she clicked the sign up button, and 
completed and submitted the registration form.

There, Leila, she thought. Guess I’m playing after all.
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“So have you decided?”
Back in the office on Monday, Petra could see that 

Leila was trying very hard to keep the eagerness out 
of her voice. She looked over at her co-worker and 
tried not to smile.

“Yes.”
“‘Yes’ what? ‘Yes’ you’ve decided or ‘yes’ you’re 

going to do it?”
“Both. Yes, I’ve decided. Yes, I’m going to do it.”
“Wonderful!” Leila squealed like she’d just learned 

her friend had won the lottery and clapped Petra into 
a giant hug that knocked the breath out of her. “I 
want to hear all about it! Which Valentine did you 
pick—the guy or the girl? How did you go on those 
opening quizzes? Have they set up Date #1 yet?”

“Whoa, rein it in, Leila! I’m sure they can hear 
you all the way down in Accounts,” said Tom from 
his console, his eyes still glued to his screens. “And 
seriously? Why do you want to know which Val she 
picked?”

Leila immediately turned huffy. “The Val is very 
important! The Val is your virtual guide—your BFF 
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in the world of GoDate. You need someone support-
ive—someone who will be in your corner through-
out the whole process. Plus the Val arranges all the 
matches, so it’s good to have one you can connect 
with.”

“Val is just AI,” Tom snorted. “It’s a program.”
“A super intelligent one!” Leila shot back. “Val is 

designed to learn. The more information you give Val, 
the better your matches. Every year, Val learns more 
and more about human behaviour and relationships. 
Why, its matchmaking capabilities when it came to 
me and Justin—”

“Were pure luck,” put in Tom. “Algorithms smal-
gorithms. The best algorithm for determining wheth-
er you’ll hit it off with someone is the human brain: 
meet someone in person and you can tell pretty much 
straight away. The government can’t guarantee a good 
match; they can only facilitate possibilities. They’re 
an introduction service, not a marriage matchmaker.  
They say as much in the T&Cs: ‘Our goal is to  
connect you to as many interesting and exciting  
people as possible to increase your chances of meeting 
that special someone.’” Tom’s voice went up in pitch, 
mimicking the voice of the female Val.

Leila sniffed. “Ye-es, there is that. But finding The 
One among the hundreds and thousands—that takes 
some sort of sophisticated calculation of probabilities 
and compatibility—”
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“Wait a minute.” Tom looked up as he cut her off. 
“You’d prefer to think that a computer brought you and 
Justin together, rather than kismet or destiny or some 
other sort of—”

Tom was starting to sputter and Petra could see 
that the conversation was quickly devolving. She 
spoke up.

“I chose a male Val. He seemed quite nice and 
friendly—I mean, he’s programmed to be, of course. 
I might change him later. I haven’t done the quizzes 
yet. It took so long to get through the privacy stuff, the 
T&Cs and basic info.”

“Have you installed the app on your cell yet?” 
asked Leila, happy to be diverted away from Tom.

“Did it last night, but haven’t had a chance to look 
at it today.”

“Sometimes it’s easier to get through the quizzes 
that way. I used to do them on the Metro on the way 
to work.”

“Are there always so many?”
“Only at the beginning—when Val is getting 

to know you. Once the dates get underway, there’s  
usually only one or two a week. In a way, they’re good 
practice: you get asked those kinds of thing by people 
on the dates.”

Tom grunted. “It’s also very sneaky way of getting 
you to hand over your personal data.”
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“I thought they only kept it for the duration of the 
program. The T&Cs say they’re required by law to  
destroy it,” said Petra, brow furrowed.

“Yeah, they say that—‘DESTROY’,” said Tom, 
making air quotes with his hands as he got up to refill 
his coffee mug. “What they do is another thing …”

“Don’t start!” Leila warned, raising a finger 
at him. Tom rolled his eyes and made a mocking  
zipping motion across his lips as he walked off to the 
kitchenette. Leila turned back to Petra, clicking her 
tongue in exasperation, and then plastered a smile 
across her face.

“So,” she said, leaning forward conspiratorially, 
her eyes lighting up, “what’s in store for Date #1?”
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Date #1 for Petra’s cohort, according to the instruct- 
ions, address and dress code that flashed up on  
Petra’s cell towards the end of the work day, was to 
take place the following night.

Oh good, that gives me a bit of time to prepare, she 
thought—though what exactly she was going to do 
to prepare, aside from listening to some of Val’s pep 
talks, was unclear even to her.

Nevertheless, after picking out a cute silver short-
sleeved top that always paired well with her olive 
complexion, black leather jacket, red and black plaid 
skirt, knee-high boots and silver jewellery—her inter-
pretation of “Dressy casual”, whatever that meant—
she arrived at the gaming centre just after sunset on 
Tuesday night, having scoffed down a hasty takeaway 
dinner post-work. The centre was an imposing geo-
metric structure of concrete and glass. She had often 
cycled past this building on her commuting route, 
but she had never been inside. Now that she had an  
opportunity to visit, she was curious to see what it was 
like.
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Even on a weeknight, the place was teeming with 
people, most of them younger than the GoDate demo-
graphic. There were very clear signs bearing the Go-
Date logo, directing players off into another hall. This 
one was also filled with people, but it wasn’t nearly 
as crowded. It looked more like an exhibition space, 
with giant posters featuring what Petra assumed were 
game characters with the word “POWERS” em-
blazoned prominently just above them. There were  
display walls set at angles bearing storyboards, concept 
art and information about the game; circular plinths 
sporting life-size statues showcasing some of the  
costume and character designs; glass cases filled with 
3D models; and screens broadcasting the POWERS 
trailer, example gameplay and interviews with the  
creators. The room was lit in sunset colours, and up-
beat pop music wafted softly from the speakers along 
the side of the room that held the bar.

As soon as she entered, she was given a GoDate 
wristband, which the attendant paired with her login. 
Petra noticed the band was designed in such a way 
that it pressed on a particular point on her wrist, and 
she wondered if that to help with the nausea people 
often felt when playing VR games. A moment later, 
she was scanned by a teardrop-shaped server bot, 
which went off for a bit and soon returned with a  
ginger pill for combatting motion sickness, as well as 
her favourite drink—a peach cooler—on its interior 
silver tray.
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Huh, thought Petra, downing the pill. They really do 
pay attention to those quiz answers.

She nursed the cooler in one hand and moved 
slowly through the exhibition space, admiring the 
visuals and drinking everything in. She remembered 
this gaming company now and how committed they 
were to immersive design, drawing out little details to 
make players feel like they were actually there. The 
environments seemed to have been pulled straight 
from high fantasy tropes, with architecture and land-
scapes rendered in bright candy colours.

“Ohhhh, it’s Kurosawa!”
She turned, wondering who had spoken, and  

noticed a fair-skinned guy standing next to her, star-
ing at the screen she had also been watching. He wore 
jeans and a bright red T-shirt with some sort of band 
logo on it, and his light sandy hair flopped over his 
high forehead in a loose wave.

His exclamation had seemed almost involuntary. 
But instead of being embarrassed about it, he glanced 
over at her and grinned, which further accentuated 
his lightly tanned cheekbones. Petra found herself 
smiling back in spite of herself.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “I just 
love this guy’s work.” 

“Oh, yeah, I totally understand. It’s Kurosawa: he 
is a games design genius,” said Petra. “Quake was just 
gorgeous.”
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“Wasn’t it, though! Those Tsuchigumo just flipped 
me out! Sometimes I go back and play that game just 
to look them.”

“I loved Polyphonic. I never knew music could add 
so much to gameplay.”

“I know, right!”
“Ruins of Mylene—,” they both started at the same 

time, and then laughed awkwardly at the unintended 
snap.

“What do you think this game will be like?” asked 
Petra.

“Dunno. I’ve been trying to follow along online, 
but everyone involved has been pretty tight-lipped 
about the whole thing. The only thing I was able to 
find out, apart from the name ‘POWERS’, was the  
release date. I think this is the first time anyone from 
the general public has been allowed to play it! Isn’t 
that cool?”

“Yeah, very cool.” Petra couldn’t help smiling; the 
guy’s enthusiasm was kind of infectious. But she also 
agreed with him: it was wonderful that GoDate had 
organised this and, furthermore, had assigned this as 
her first date, knowing she’d be into it.

“Hey, are you Petra?” spoke another voice— 
female this time. Petra turned and saw a tall, long-
haired, dark girl with blunt black bangs standing just 
behind her. She was dressed in a black and purple 
print dress and purple flats. The guy immediately 
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stepped back to give them space and turned away 
with a small goodbye wave.

“Yes, that’s me,” Petra replied.
“Great! I’m Tehani.” The girl extended a hand 

and Petra shook it uncertainly. “I’m your GoDate 
mentor.”

“My what?”
“Mentor,” Tehani repeated. “GoDate matches up 

more experienced players with newbies so that you 
have someone to guide you through the process. Plus 
it means that you never show up to any of the dates 
not knowing anybody.”

“Like a wingman? Uh, wing … woman?”
“That’s right!” Tehani gave her a smile full of 

pearly white teeth. “So I’m a player, same as you. But 
I’ve played before: last year was my first time. I can 
give you pointers on how to make the most of your 
GoDate experience. Like Val, you can also ask me 
questions about anything to do with the program. 
And if you’re open to it, I’m also here for you if you 
want to talk about any of your matches. But if you’re 
not comfortable doing that, that’s totally fine too. It’s 
just that GoDate understands that sometimes people 
prefer to talk to humans instead of robots.”

“Yep, sure.”
“But also please don’t feel like you’re stuck with 

me,” Tehani continued. “If you’d prefer someone 
else be your mentor, that’s totally cool; I won’t take it  
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personally. Tell your Val and GoDate will match you 
with someone else.”

“Okay.”
Just then a server bot flew up to Tehani, divid-

ing itself in half vertically to reveal a bright blue and  
orange drink on its interior tray.

“It’s about time!” she exclaimed, taking the glass. 
“Shall we?”

They made their way over to a free table with a 
pair of barstools and sat down.

“So tell me about yourself,” said Tehani after  
taking a long sip of her drink.

“What do you want to know?” Petra felt shy all of 
a sudden.

“Oh, the usual stuff: what you do for work, what 
you like doing in your time off … what you’re hoping 
to get out of GoDate.”

“Oh. Well, I’m a graphic designer for a tech  
stationery company.”

“Which one?”
“Graphyte.”
“Oh really? I love their stuff! The smart paper 

journal—couldn’t live without it!” Tehani start-
ed rummaging through her purse and pulled out a 
hardcover volume. She flipped to a random page and 
showed Petra a doodle. Petra recognised it immedi-
ately.

“Oh my goodness, you’re Tehani Weaver! I love 
your work. That series of fox illustrations you did for 
the City Book Fair were just gorgeous.”
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“Aww, thank you! I love your work. I scribbled this 
down one afternoon while waiting for the Metro, then 
finished it off that evening and put it up for sale at 
PosterHub. So easy!”

Tehani snapped the journal shut and Petra  
noticed that the digital skin had been customised: the 
cover featured a photo of two very adorable cats.

“Oh, they’re so cute. Yours?”
“Yeah. I don’t really have the space, but I love them 

so much, I’ll never get rid of them. I’ve constructed 
a sort of cat obstacle course around all the walls, 
suspended from the ceiling of my apartment. Keeps 
them amused when I’m out.”

“So ... you’re freelance?”
Tehani shrugged. “I’ve kicked around a bit— 

illustration jobs for various places—magazines most-
ly. But I’ve also worked for a couple of design com-
panies. It’s nice to have somewhere to go during 
the day—people to talk to, and so on. Studio space 
is so expensive! At the moment, though, I’m sort of  
between things.”

“Are you working on anything?” Petra tried and 
failed to keep the eagerness out of her voice.

“Mostly gathering ideas. I want to get into design-
ing fabric.”

“Really!”
“Yeah. I feel like I’ve done a lot for print and for 

walls. It would be kind of cool to do something for 
the human body next. Or, you know, duvet covers or 
something.”
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Petra eyed her companion, zeroing in on the black 
and purple design on the bodice and skirt of her dress. 
“Is that—?” she began.

Tehani laughed. “You’re sharp! Yes, it’s a proto-
type. Sewed it myself, so of course there are all sorts 
of issues with it.”

“It looks gorgeous on you.”
“Oh, you’re so sweet!”
Suddenly the lights went dim and the floor lit up 

in neon colours delineating a number of pathways.
Petra noticed her wristband was now a glowing 

fluoro green. Tehani’s was too.
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“The game’s about to begin,” said Tehani just as 

a voice over the PA system made an announcement. 
“GoDate will have put us in a smaller group for the 
gaming session. Afterwards, we’ll get paired with our 
matches for the evening for more intimate conversa-
tion. Come on!” She took Petra’s arm and led the way, 
following their colour path. It took them out of the 
exhibition hall into a smaller room with about twenty 
other people. Tehani greeted some of them by name 
and they started chatting. Petra assumed they were 
repeat players.

One of the walls was filled with square lockers 
packed with gaming gear—vests, gloves, boots and 
VR goggles. The attendant serving them instructed 
them to put on the gear and place their valuables  
inside the lockers. She then went around to help them 
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and adjust their equipment. When she was satisfied 
they were ready, she split them into two groups, 
ushering one group through one door and the other 
through the other door.

They found themselves in the gaming room, a 
white windowless padded space with no furniture 
and giant numbers in coloured circles on the floor.  
A robotic voice told them to put on their VR  
goggles, which were currently behaving just like  
regular glasses, and once each player had done so,  
everyone’s bodies appeared patterned with a part- 
icular number, indicating where each player was to 
stand. Their displays went dark as soon as they were 
all in position, and then a quick intro/“How to play” 
video began on the goggles, complete with some mini 
exercises so that they could test out the controls and 
get used to the headset. Some of the players started 
laughing at the results of their efforts, lightening the 
mood.

Then proper game play commenced: the display 
changed and many of the players gasped, finding 
themselves in the middle of a candy-coloured world 
filled with soft pink and purple trees, blue grass, 
white blossoms and a brilliant teal pond reflecting a  
brilliant teal sky.

Spotting her reflection in the water, Petra realised 
that her appearance had also changed: she looked like 
one of the characters from the POWERS posters. Her 
hair was long and indigo, her skin was tinged slightly 
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with bronze and she was clad in a figure-hugging pink 
bodysuit decorated with silver filigree. She looked 
around at her companions and they were similarly 
clad, only in different colours that somehow comple-
mented the landscape.

“Welcome to Linarra, Guardians,” boomed the 
game’s narrator, appearing before them in a shaft of 
light. “The evil sorcerer Blundhaven has taken our 
land and our people’s most precious treasure: the  
Hydra Crystal—hidden deep within the Capitol. 
Your mission: stop him and save the world. But be-
ware: Blundhaven’s spies and minions are every-
where. You will have to work together to defeat him. 
Good luck.”

“Oh!” said Tehani—or rather, a turquoise winged 
fairy with Tehani’s voice. “It’s a superhero team-up 
quest narrative.” She flexed one hand experimentally 
and then aimed it at a patch of grass, which immed- 
iately caught fire from the blast that emanated from 
her palm. “Cool,” she said, grinning.

Petra noticed that Tehani’s details had appeared 
in overlay on her display: it listed her name, her  
powers and her hometown, with options to click  
further for backstory. She also noticed that there was 
something similar for herself: “Petra Evenstar”, it 
said. “Speedster. Parsleyville.”

Speedster? What does that mean? Experimentally,  
Petra jogged on the spot, intending to do a small  
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circle. Suddenly she found herself weaving through 
the trees, knocking some of her teammates over in the 
process. 

“Whoops! Sorry.” Several of them laughed,  
including Tehani. Petra soon realised that it was  
because they were all engaged in similar exploratory 
behaviour, trying out their powers and working out 
how to exercise some modicum of control. Tehani’s 
speciality was clearly fireballs, but there was also a 
guy who could teleport, a girl who was super strong, 
a giant who could make things grow and a weather 
mage.

“Guys! Incoming!” shouted one of the girls, point-
ing up at the sky, and Petra turned to see a swarm 
of large black-winged insect-like creatures coming 
in fast from over the mountain. They seemed to act 
more like air craft carriers, dropping a battalion 
of foot soldiers onto the terrain who zeroed in on 
their location and came for them in a single-minded  
tidal wave. Petra’s group immediately assumed  
battle stances and were soon engaged in the fight. It 
all became a big chaotic then—mostly because it took 
Petra a little longer to master her controls so that she 
wasn’t zipping all over the place, coming to herself 
miles away from the action. At one point, Tehani 
seemed to materialise next to her, grabbing her elbow 
and yelling, “Weapons cache!”

Oh, right! thought Petra, and focused her attention 
on the relevant option on her display. The overlay 
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sprang open to reveal an array of about six different 
weapons. Petra grabbed a sword and headed into 
the fray, swinging left and right as she made her way 
around the field. The horde seemed to fall before her, 
the dead disintegrating into black glittery sand as she 
sliced through them.

I’m getting the hang of this! she thought, hack-
ing her way across the battlefield. Then out of the  
corner of her eye, she spotted one of her teammates 
in trouble—a guy named John Wolfsbane whose  
power was manipulating water. He was trying to use 
jets and nasty spears of ice against the enemy, but they 
weren’t materialising as swiftly as they needed to.  
Petra zeroed in on him and, in what she thought was 
a pretty amazing acrobatic move, she cut down the 
opposition.

“Thanks,” John growled, not nearly as impressed 
as Petra hoped he would be. He barely looked at her, 
dismissing her and turning to engage enemy forces 
coming up against his other flank. Petra shrugged; 
some gamers didn’t like being showed up by girls—
and turned her attention to her other teammates, 
some of whom also seemed to be in trouble. She raced 
over to assist them and they soon found themselves in 
the clear, brushing glittery sand from their costumes.

“Wow,” said one of the guys. “That was harder 
than I thought it was going to be.”

“Yeah, and that’s just Level 1,” said a girl Petra 
had just helped.
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At that moment, the narrator returned, congrat-
ulating them on their win and foreshadowing what 
was in store.

“It’s the same old thing,” sighed John, rolling his 
eyes. “Save the world. Evil must be stopped at all cost. 
I thought Kurosawa would be more inventive.”

“I think this is the simplified module for the  
purposes of GoDate,” said Tehani. “Some designers 
do that. It’s hard, otherwise, to get a good team game 
that can be completed in the span of an hour or two.”

“Yeah, I guess.” John turned away from her, the 
corners of his mouth still pointing downward. Tehani 
made a face in Petra’s direction as if to say, What’s this 
guy’s problem? Petra tried not to smirk, then followed 
the others, led by the narrator, into a nearby village 
where they entered Level 2.

— * —

When Petra’s team had completed their quest and 
the module (which took around an hour and a half 
and concluded with much whooping and high-fiv-
ing between team members), their displays returned 
to normal and the gaming room door opened auto-
matically. They returned to the locker room to strip 
themselves of their gear and retrieve their valuables. 
Then they followed the fluoro green line, talking  
animatedly about their experience, down the corridor 
until they were back in the exhibition hall once more.
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They were greeted by server bots bearing cana-
pés and drink menus. It’s nice they don’t assume you want 
the same thing again, thought Petra, taking one and  
placing her order. Once the bots had returned with 
their drinks, their wristbands all lit up with a number.

“You’ve got to find the person with the same  
number as you,” Tehani explained. “That’s the  
person GoDate has determined will be your match 
for the evening. He would have been in the group we 
played the game with, which will at least give you 
something to talk about if you get stuck. The wrist-
band lights will start pulsing faster the closer you are 
to that person. Good luck!” And then she was gone.

It turned out that Petra didn’t have far to  
wander as her date found her before she found him: 
it was John from before. His brown hair was close-
ly cropped, but it looked like he hadn’t bothered to 
shave, and his T-shirt, which bore a giant rooster with 
the word “MASTER” written underneath it, looked a 
bit stained and frayed. He shook her hand half-heart-
edly and they went to the nearest free table, but once 
they were seated, he paid no attention to her and fixed 
his eyes on a nearby screen, occasionally raising his 
beer glass to his mouth.

“So … you’re John.”
“Yeah,” he said, still watching the screen.
“I’m Petra. Wh—what did you think of the 

game?”
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“I’m going to stop you right there. I’m not interest-
ed,” John interrupted, still not looking at her.

“Umm, o-kay.” Petra didn’t quite know what to 
say and fiddled with her glass. John’s gaze flickered 
to her for a moment, but then returned to its previous 
focal point.

“Look, it’s not you. It’s just that meeting someone 
isn’t the point of the program for me.”

“Then why are you playing?”
“Oh, you know. The perks, man.”
“Perks?”
“Yeah—reduced workload, less responsibility, flex 

time. My job’s a bit full-on. I don’t even like it that 
much.”

“What do you do?”
“Engineering consulting.” He waved her question 

aside with one hand, looking irritable. “It doesn’t 
matter. It’s boring. I don’t want to talk about it. The 
point is, GoDate allows me to get a little break without 
using my annual leave. Plus I get freebies.” He took a 
long swig of his drink and drained it. “God, that was 
good! Another please.” He spoke into his wristband, 
and almost immediately another server bot appeared 
with a second glass on its tray.

“See? Perks,” said John, before draining that one 
too and placing the empty next to the first.

“How many times have you done this?”
“Oh, this is my third go. I think they’ll probably 

block me next time; they usually don’t let you play 
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more than three times. But I’m going to try anyway. 
And if this is the last one, well, I’m definitely going to 
enjoy myself.” He burped loudly, not even bother-
ing to cover his mouth or apologise, then grabbed a  
basket of cheesy fries from a passing server bot, which 
he then started shovelling into his mouth.

“I see.” Petra watched in silence. “So ... you’re not 
interested in finding a partner at all?”

“Oh,” said John through a mouthful of fries, “I 
figure it’s something I’ll do one day. But now? Life’s 
too short. I’m not ready to settle down.” Again, his 
gaze flickered over her, not really seeing her.

“I mean, you’re … great and all,” he continued, 
perhaps responding to something in her expression. 
“But you’re clearly not my type.”

“I thought the algorithm matched us up.”
“Oh, it probably did. But it’s working with false 

information. I just put whatever in my profile. It’s not 
really an accurate reflection of me.”

Guh, you time-waster, thought Petra, clenching her 
fists under the table. To think I got all dressed up for this! 
She wanted to shout at him, but it seemed rude to do 
that to a stranger, even one as boorish as he was.

They sat there for a moment in silence, John more 
engrossed in the screen than in her. Soon he ordered 
his third glass of beer. Petra played with her drink, 
wondering how she could exit the situation gracefully. 
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“Don’t feel like you have to stay,” said John off-
hand, again not looking at her.

“Right,” said Petra and got up and left.

— * —

Tehani walked into the ladies’ room just as Petra was 
drying her hands.

“How’s it going, hon?” she said, giving her anoth-
er friendly smile. Her expression changed when she 
picked up on Petra’s mood. “Bad match?”

Petra rolled her eyes. “The worst! He’s not trying 
to find a girlfriend; he’s totally gaming the program. 
GoDate paired us up based on false info.”

“Ohhh no, I’m so sorry!” Tehani reached out and 
touched the side of Petra’s arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Petra replied pushing back her 
fringe out of her eyes. “I’m just angry at him for  
wasting my time. Is there any way I can report him?”

“You can give a match a low rating, but unfort- 
unately GoDate doesn’t let you do much more 
than that. Also, the rating thing is more to help the  
program give you a better match next time. It’s one 
of the flaws of the system: it doesn’t allow you to out 
‘cheaters’. In fact, I’m not sure GoDate is even all that 
concerned about them.”

“Huh.”
“Yeah, it’s weird, hey. But don’t let him ruin your 

night. Put it behind you: it was just a bad match. You 
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always get a few of those in the beginning when the 
algorithm is adjusting itself to your data. It will get 
better. You heading home?”

“Yeah, I’ve called myself a Ryde.”
“Good. They give priority to GoDate players. I’ll 

see you at Date #2. Feel free to text me before then.”
Petra waved goodbye to her new friend, feeling a 

bit better, and headed out through the foyer to the 
exit, dropping her wristband into the receptacle near 
the door. Just as Tehani had predicted, her Ryde  
arrived pretty much immediately, and soon enough, 
she was home, in her pyjamas and in bed.

One date down, she thought to herself as she drifted 
off. Nine to go …


