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			I.

			I CAN TELL RIGHT AWAY that Iris Lettriste isn’t like the others.

			Everyone else walks into Veracity wearing some residue of embarrassment. Their gazes skitter about, their sentences are potholed with ums and wells. They overexplain. They worry that we’ll judge them, or they get preemptively angry because they assume we do.

			Iris Lettriste. This woman sits down and tells us about the guy she wants us to verify like she’s ordering her first coffee of an arduous morning and it’s vital that the barista gets it right.

			Not to mention: Who goes to a dating detective agency to check up on someone they were flirting with on Soulmate Messenger for all of sixteen days?

			At my verifier interview, when Komla explained what Veracity did and I said, with maybe a tad too much enthusiasm, “Like a detective agency?”, he looked faintly perturbed—which, I’ve come to realize with Komla Atsina, possibly meant he was one wrist flick away from consigning my résumé to the shred pile. That man is harder to read than Finnegans Wake. A detective agency might seem like an obvious parallel, he said, but he tried to dissuade clients from viewing Veracity as such. The verifiers didn’t solve crimes, and they didn’t intervene in the course of events beyond reporting their findings to their clients. Think of us, said Komla, as a personal investments advisory firm.

			A month into the job, it’s obvious to me that all our clients think of us as a detective agency.

			“It’s highly unusual,” Komla is saying to Iris, “for clients to ask us to verify matches they haven’t yet met in person.”

			She frowns like she thinks he’s making an excuse to pass on the case. “Why?”

			Iris Lettriste is rosy, compact, and purposeful. She looks like someone who makes lists for everything and derives satisfaction from checking off items one by one. According to her Soulmate profile (Flora or Fauna) she’s thirty-six years old, a lawyer, into contemporary art and Japanese food. It also appears, seeing her in person now, that the photos she uploaded were all from several years ago, when she was ten pounds lighter and her skin hadn’t yet had to negotiate with gravity.

			“It’s a waste of our time and your money,” says Becks. Becks Rittel would be the Mean Girl who grew up without ever getting her comeuppance. I can’t decide which aggravates me more, that I think she’s hot—she looks like a Valkyrie and dresses like she runs a fashion line for overperforming female executives—or that she thoroughly intimidates me.

			“Why is it a waste of your time if you’re getting paid?” asks Iris.

			Komla says, “We only take on cases where we feel we can have a meaningful impact.” Here, given that Iris’s match—whom she knows only as Charretter, his username on Soulmate—is no longer in contact with her, it would make no difference to Iris whether he was lying about anything he had written in his profile or in his chats with her.

			“It might make a difference to other people.”

			I can sense Komla and Becks exchanging their telepathic equivalent of a hmm interesting look. The two of them are so in sync they could set up a trapeze act. Komla’s the boss, theoretically, but Becks talks shit about him all the time, both behind his back and to his face. If this were an Inspector Yuan novel, my comfort-read murder mystery series, it’d be easy: Komla would be the headline name and Becks the sidekick. But I’m pretty sure Becks would sooner self-defenestrate than be thought of as anyone’s Watson.

			Komla says, “Do you have any reason to believe he might be lying?”

			“He disappeared once I said I didn’t see the point of continuing to correspond if we weren’t planning to meet in person soon.”

			“He could just be shy,” I say. I’m thinking of my roommate, Max, and his disappointment when he finally coaxed a 96 percent compatible match into meeting up after two months of innuendo-heavy texting. On Let’s Meet, Kilonova was witty, tender, as sensitive as an emotional tuning fork. Offline, Caleb turned out to be monosyllabic, allergic to eye contact, and prone to panicked disquisitions on his PhD research in organic chemistry.

			Everyone looks at me like I’m a backup dancer who’s started gyrating in the spotlight. “Debilitatingly shy,” I add.

			Komla nods. “Occam’s razor. Why pursue a complicated explanation when the straightforward one is most likely to be correct? Excellent point, Claudia.”

			In my peripheral vision I see Becks pretzel her mouth like she knows Komla just made me sound smarter than I really am.

			“It was more than that,” says Iris. “He was a perfectly nice guy, especially compared to some of the winners on Soulmate. But it felt…How do I put it? Like he had an agenda.” She stops. “I’d like to hear your opinion before I tell you mine. Assuming you decide to help me.”

			Again something zings between Komla and Becks. Komla says, “Even if we establish that he’s lying, and about something material, what could you do?”

			Iris rubs at the top joint of her ring finger. It’s crooked, in a way that looks like it was sprained or fractured at some point and never healed properly. “Report his account to Soulmate.”

			“They’ll ask to see evidence of what you’re claiming.”

			“Then I’ll provide it.”

			“Not if it’s anything we’ve told you. All that remains confidential into perpetuity. You won’t even be able to say that you came to us and asked us to look into this.”

			After a moment she says, “I’ll tell them something that will start them investigating.”

			“You mean, you’ll make shit up,” says Becks.

			Iris says, as easily as if she’s clarifying that she wants her latte made with 1 percent, “If that’s the only way to get the truth out.”

			In an Inspector Yuan mystery, here is where the chapter would close, along with a spoiler from the omniscient narrator: If they had only known how great the price of the truth would be, or something else comparably ominous.

			In my world, Komla sits back in his chair and says, “Let’s talk about logistics.”

			Veracity will review Charretter’s activity on Soulmate over the past six months, he tells Iris, and monitor it going forward. We will also check if Charretter is active on other matchmakers by searching for similar profiles. Iris will have to come into the office to be updated in person, given the sensitive nature of the data. The verification will end after six weeks unless earlier terminated by either Iris or Veracity.

			“Are you sure,” he says, “you want to proceed?”

			“Yes,” says Iris Lettriste, and her eagerness flashes up like the edge of a blade turned to the light. “When can you start?”

		

	
		
		
			II.

			THERE AREN’T too many things my mother and I can bond over. Braised chicken feet. Poor hand-eye coordination. And Inspector Yuan. When I was a kid she would tell me highly abridged versions of those stories until I fell asleep, usually as she stood beside the bed ironing her clothes for work the next day. Really she deployed them as cannons to blast forth key Confucian values of filial piety, hard work, filial piety, honesty, and—oh, right—filial piety. Everyone who got killed had neglected their elderly mother or cheated her of a family heirloom, and each story ended with Inspector Yuan visiting his parents with gifts and thanking them for all the sacrifices they made for him. When I started reading the books for myself, borrowing the English translations at the library, I was shocked to discover that in the author’s actual conception of the Inspector Yuan universe, the man is an orphan.

			If nothing else, Inspector Yuan gives me something safe to talk about with my mother. Whenever I visit her in Flushing—which is way less often than I should (filial impiety, shame)—I make sure to be reading an Inspector Yuan mystery I know she has already read, so she can spoil it for me the way she delights in doing.

			My sister, Coraline, likes to say the fact that our mother even bothered with any kind of bedtime story for me proves I’m her favorite. Also the fact that I slept in my mother’s room until our brother, Charles, went off to college, which is when Coraline moved into his room and I got to move into the converted closet that had been hers. (Charles and Coraline think it’s oh-so-hilarious that I was living in the closet.) I tell Coraline she’s just suffering from middle-child syndrome and she’s crazy if she thinks my having zero privacy until the age of ten was a sign of favor.

			The thing is, I suspect Coraline is right, in the just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you kind of way, and what I can never say to her is So what? I’m still not enough for our mother. Like Coraline isn’t, and Charles isn’t, and all of us combined can never be. If my mother could go back to when she was twenty-six, stepping off the plane and into the gray holding pen of JFK, achy and befuddled by the thirty-hour flight from Taipei and the enormity of her isolation in this strange land where the only person she knew was her husband of two months, I am certain she would make a run for it. Through baggage claim, through the arrivals hall teeming with migrants carting along the bags and boxes into which they had stuffed all their hopes and fears and misconceptions about America, out onto the sidewalk, and into a cab she couldn’t afford—away, away from the man who would otherwise avalanche their savings into his dumbass business ventures and smash things up when he was drunk (and, occasionally, her as well), who would finally disappear, leaving a note saying that he fed the dog. Away from the three children who would otherwise tyrannize her with their weakness and their need. She would hurl herself at the chance for a life where she could make things happen instead of one where things happened to her.
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			On Friday after work I bike from Veracity’s offices in Tribeca to Flushing, where we’re celebrating Charles’s thirty-third birthday. It’s a ninety-minute ride past waste-treatment plants and under the oceanic roar of the BQE, slipstreaming behind cement mixers and tractor trailers that suck at sharing the road. While I ride I breathe in exhaust and consider Iris Lettriste.

			She’s my first case—I suspect because Becks thinks maintaining a spreadsheet of Charretter’s online activity is too menial for her. I’ll take it, though. Until now I’ve just been reading industry magazines like Datebook and the Match, and setting up what Becks calls training profiles. The latter feels like a Sisyphean Mad Libs exercise that still goes on long after I’ve run out of entertaining ideas. I am a blank who likes blank and is looking for blank. Here are three quirky/fun/surprising things about me. If I were a type of blank, I would be a blank. On and on. Before I can work on actual cases, says Becks, I must familiarize myself with all the dating platforms Veracity provides coverage of—more than four dozen, even though so far every single client I’ve met has been on one of the Big Three matchmakers. She’s probably just seeing if she can break me.

			To me, what’s interesting about Iris’s case isn’t whether Charretter lied or why he ghosted Iris. In matching land people do both all the time, often in quick succession. Whenever Max gets forlorn about his latest perfect match AWOL-ing, I remind him of the universally acknowledged truth that a single person in possession of a superlative dating profile must not be lying about anything.

			However. Why does Iris want to know, and so badly? That, in my opinion, informed by a lifetime spent in the company of Holmes, Poirot, Maigret, and Yuan, is the real mystery.
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			As always I’m the second-to-last person to arrive at Golden Phoenix, befitting my role as the feckless youngest child of the Lin family. Charles and his girlfriend, Jessie, and our mother are already there, sitting side by side at one of the large round tables in the middle of the room. Charles is frowning down at his phone. Jessie is trying to make small talk with my mother, who is blatantly uninterested in anything she might have to say. Also befitting their roles.

			“Hi Mom,” I say as I drop into a chair across from the three of them. I smile at Jessie, who looks at me the way the Spartan three hundred might have at reinforcements making it to Thermopylae in time. She and Charles have been dating for the past several months, and Charles has recently started subjecting her to Lin family events. They matched on Bubble Meets Tea, an invitation-only matchmaker for overachieving Asian Americans. My primary impression of her so far is that she’s too nice for our family.

			“Claudia,” says my mother. “You look very sweaty.”

			“I feel very sweaty.” I tear open one of the individually wrapped towelettes that the restaurant puts on the table in lieu of napkins, thinking to wipe my face with it. It smells vaguely like toilet cleaner, which gives me pause.

			“Don’t use that,” says my mother. “They will charge you for it. I have tissue.”

			“Okay,” I say. I know if I try to point out that Golden Phoenix almost certainly adheres to a once-opened-considered-sold policy, like any sane retail establishment, she’ll just start explaining to me why it shouldn’t since this towelette hasn’t been touched and another customer can have it.

			Now Charles looks up. “Don’t tell me you biked here.”

			“Happy birthday, Dà gē,” I say. “You act like you don’t know me at all.”

			He puts his phone down on the table, screen-up. “Did you come from Aurum? Please don’t tell me you dress like a bicycle messenger at work.”

			My family thinks I’m still working at Aurum Financial, where I languished for twelve purgatorial months copyediting industry trends reports and department presentations and my boss’s grammatically indifferent emails until a message from a Komla Atsina appeared in my inbox. A wish granted that I hadn’t even known I had. I haven’t told my family about Veracity because…oh, so many reasons. I don’t want to create any association for my mother between the concepts matchmaking or dating or romance and anything I might conceivably be doing. Charles got me the job at Aurum, through one of his business school contacts, and he’ll be disappointed at how blithely I’ve tossed it aside. They’ll all think I’m silly for giving up a well-paying job in the financial industry—as Charles likes to say, double what I’m worth as an English and history double major—to hang out in a Tribeca town house (Veracity takes up the third floor, above a spa) and play dating detective. Not that I can even tell them that. We’re not supposed to disclose what Veracity really does, since our efficacy as verifiers depends on our anonymity, so supposedly I work for a start-up that conducts independent research for dating platforms.

			Which explanation would be less unlikely: That Aurum has instituted Excessively Casual Friday, or that I stopped off at my apartment first to change? I live in a desolate crevice of Gowanus—Max and I decided we would take affordability and space in exchange for the company of plastic bag warehouses and car repair shops—so the latter would mean I’ve been pedaling around the boroughs of New York since 3:00 p.m. I’m still trying to decide when I’m saved by Coraline’s arrival. She moves around the table hugging each of us in turn, effusive with apologies, glittery with glamour, wreathed in the blossomy scent of her perfume. When she gets to Charles she thrusts at him a paper bag patterned with King Charles spaniels. Of course, the only member of our family to get him anything. With all that activity it’s only after she sits next to me that I realize she’s alone. I take out my phone and text her under the table: Where’s the Lion?

			“Have you ordered yet?” asks Coraline.

			“We were waiting for you,” says my mother.

			“I’m so sorry!” she says, as if her being twenty minutes late isn’t standard Coraline behavior at every family get-together. “I was getting my eyelashes done and it took so much longer than it was supposed to.”

			Her response bloops up on my screen: We had a fight. <enraged emoji>

			“Can you even see through those things?” I ask. It looks like someone has attached two miniature sets of broom bristles to her eyelids. About what?

			“It makes your eyes look really pretty,” says Jessie. “Where do you go?”

			Tell you later.

			While Coraline holds forth on eyelash-extension vendors, Charles flags down one of the mic’d-up servers patrolling the room like a Secret Service detail. We don’t even look at the menu anymore, because we’ve ordered the same dishes for the past two decades. Last year my family got all discombobulated when our server informed us the restaurant had stopped serving shark-fin soup because of animal cruelty concerns. The manager was called over, and my mother had a combative conversation with him in Mandarin while the neighboring tables eavesdropped and I excused myself to the bathroom.

			The server finishes taking our order and refills our teeny cups of tea with a perfunctoriness that spills scalding liquid across the table. Within minutes the food starts arriving. A whole flounder, mouth agape as if wondering how it had ended up here. Wobbly squares of tofu topped with mushrooms. A platter of char siu, charred and lacquered with sauce, and another of crisp-skinned Peking duck. Nothing like sitting before a glistening array of roasted meats to make me feel proud of my heritage.

			As we eat Charles tells us about his impending promotion. Since graduating from business school he has been working for Precision Consulting, a Super Big Deal management consulting firm that helps companies fuel digital transformation and craft innovative solutions in order to unlock value. He’s in its social-tech group. I’ve tried before to pin down how exactly he spends his fourteen-hour workdays, and it seems to revolve around PowerPoint slides and scheduling multi–time zone calls. Six months ago, he says, he took over as acting lead on a project for a big client after the prior lead left the firm. The client has been impressed with his work, and his supervisor has told him he can expect to be an engagement manager by year-end.

			“There won’t be that much change to my base, but my bonus will be at least two x what it is now. And the bonus is what really matters. The downside,” he adds, sounding quite ecstatic, “is that I’ll be moving up a tax bracket.”

			How strange to think I used to worship my brother. Literally: when I was seven years old, I swiped one of his debate trophies from his room and toted it around in my backpack like some sort of sacred object. Charles taught me how to swim and ride a bike and walk on my hands and, since this is New York, how to kick someone in the groin and run. He brought me to the Met for sarcophagi and water lilies, to the Natural History Museum for fossils and the Ice Age. For my birthday each year he would create a mystery for me to solve, placing clues throughout our neighborhood and conscripting Coraline and my mother into the supporting cast. (The purpose of these birthday mysteries, I later realized, being to educate as much as entertain. Codes to be cracked involved mathematical sequences. I had to review chemical compounds whenever someone was poisoned. The location of treasure required triangulation.) No other big brother was cool like that. My theory, which Coraline agrees with, is that Harvard wiped his personality and uploaded that of a WASP-wannabe clone. Now all he ever talks about are tax strategies and golf handicaps and the merits of owning versus renting.

			“We get it,” says Coraline. “You make a lot of money. Doesn’t mean you have to be so gross about it.”

			Across from us Charles looks, for a moment, like the flounder on our table. I’m guessing he hasn’t registered that Coraline came without Lionel or that she’s been pushing the same slice of char siu around on her plate this whole time. I bite my tongue to keep from asking Coraline if she means gauche, which would further piss off both my siblings, and then say to Charles, “Congrats. Who’s this client that’s your number one fan?”

			“You wouldn’t have heard of it,” he says. “But it’s a major player in the matching space.”

			So tempted to bust out some of my newly acquired knowledge about the matching space. Is it one of the Big Three, which dominate 80 percent of the market? Or an ancillary, as the companies that provide related services are called: Your Best Self, the leading profile-enhancement service, or maybe an aftermarket provider like Eternal Flame, which provides customized date packages? “Anyone want the last piece of tofu?” I ask.

			Our mother says, coming out of the Zen state she gets into when she’s peeling prawns, “Charlie, you work for a matchmaker?”

			“Sort of,” he says. “But not, you know, like your friend Auntie Yi.”

			“We’re not friends.” Our mother sounds offended. “We just pretend because we’re in the same mah-jongg group.”

			“These matchmakers are what the industry calls relationship-management companies. They use technology to help people find romantic partners. Like providing a digital platform for people to meet and using data to predict whether two people will be compatible.”

			“Mom is sixty-three,” I say, “not six hundred.”

			“Sixty-two,” says Coraline.

			Oops. “I was rounding up.”

			“Your matchmaker, can you use it to help your sisters?”

			My sister clacks her chopsticks down against the rim of her plate. Here we go. “What are you talking about? I have a boyfriend.”

			Our mother says, “But he’s not here.”

			“He had to help out a friend.”

			“Friend is more important to him than family?”

			“It’s not his family.”

			“You don’t want us to be his family? Or he doesn’t want to be our family?”

			“Neither! Mom, we’ve been dating for eleven months. It’s way too early to be talking about whether anyone wants to join anyone else’s family.”

			Our mother says, and a part of me has to admire this conversational-jiujitsu master move, “But not too early to live like you’re married.”

			“That’s different.”

			“Why? Now he doesn’t have to marry you to get what he wants.”

			“Maybe I don’t want to marry him.”

			“Then you are wasting your time,” says our mother. “You are not getting younger.”

			I say, “It’s not like Charles can help us find the loves of our lives just because his company happens to have a client that’s a matchmaker.” Now I’m pissed at my brother for just sitting there, picking the last few flakes of meat off the bones of the doomed fish instead of blowing the whistle and calling a time-out. “That’s like saying we should ask the janitor at Goldman Sachs to help us invest our money.”

			Charles digs out the fish’s eye with his chopsticks. “Nice, Claw,” he says. “Next time I want to share some good news at my birthday dinner, I’ll give you both a heads-up so you can stay away.”

			It isn’t a proper Lin family gathering until everyone is upset.
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			In the women’s restroom Coraline says, “Fucking Lion.”

			I watch her in the mirror as she touches up her lipstick with a blank professionalism, like a concert violinist tuning her Stradivarius, or a sharpshooter oiling her rifle. My sister is beautiful, and not of the girl-next-door, appreciate-over-time variety. Her type of beauty commandeers. People always assume she’s a model, and she did do some minor-league modeling until she had a bad experience with a photographer—she’s never told us the details—and said fuck it. Now she does marketing for an unpronounceable French fashion brand that makes clothes impractical for anything other than runway strutting and gala mingling. She doesn’t care for the job but enjoys the generous employee discount; she keeps the occasional less outrageous outfit and resells the rest. On the side she and a friend have a YouTube makeup-tutorial series they started so they could get free samples from cosmetic companies. Clearly, of the three of us, Coraline is the hustler.

			Sometimes it feels like my sister being so beautiful is the kind of gift a witch in a fairy tale would bequeath. It’s hard for people to notice anything else about her, which is my theory for the quality of the men she ends up dating. (Until Lionel. Or, at least, I’ve thought so.) But, also, because her beauty has become the axis around which she’s organized her being. She turned thirty in June, and since then she’s been acting like Napoleon trying to come to grips with Waterloo. Which of course is why our mother said what she said at dinner.

			“What happened?” I ask.

			Coraline clicks open her compact. “I think he’s cheating.”

			According to her, Lionel seems perpetually distracted, like he’s thinking about something that he wants to keep from her. Or, maybe, someone. He’s not goofy around her anymore, trying to make her laugh. “It’s been like this ever since he got back from writer prison,” she says. “I bet he slept with someone while he was there and it’s still going on.”

			I like to describe my sister’s romantic life to my friends as analogous to the historical record of a wealthy yet turbulent kingdom during a period of conquest and adventure: tributes continually being received, alliances forged and then sundered, border skirmishes and declarations of war a fact of life. And—this part I’ve kept to myself for now, for fear of jinxing it—I’ve started to hope that Lionel Timbers is what subsequent scholars will cite as the reason for the Kingdom of Coraline’s transition into an era of peace and relative contentment. Lionel’s not one-percenter wealthy, or so successful in his career he gets profiled by Businessweek, or a douchebag. He has a day job in some administrative capacity at a financial firm, and otherwise he dedicates himself to being a writer and to making my sister happy. Which, by virtue of his being a gentle, considerate, well-socialized person, he has actually seemed to be succeeding at so far.

			I say, “He wouldn’t do that. Plus he’s known all those people for years before he met you.” Lionel belongs to a writing group, and every August they engage in a creative cleanse, where they cloister themselves in an Airbnb cabin in Upstate New York, no laptops or cell phones, so they can write by hand for eight hours a day.

			“And one of the women has been in love with him that whole time,” says Coraline. “If he’s fucking her, that would explain why we haven’t had sex in forever.”

			“Quantify forever.”

			After a moment she says, “Six days.”

			Or, possibly, the problem is that happiness isn’t my sister’s natural state; suspicion and paranoia are.

			A middle-aged Chinese woman bangs out of her stall. She eyes us and I hope she doesn’t understand English. Coraline, unconcerned, continues talking. This morning she started to go down on him and he said no, he wasn’t in the mood—“What guy is ever not in the mood for a blow job?”—which pissed her off because she doesn’t even like doing it, it’s—

			“TMI!” I say. Next to us the woman shakes her hands briskly over the sink, spraying us, and leaves.

			“Anyway, we start arguing, but then he has to leave for work before we can resolve it. I hate it when that happens.” So much so that Coraline spent her commute into Manhattan texting Lionel a point-by-point analysis of why his behavior was so infuriating: body language, tone of voice, facial expressions, so on. He didn’t respond until midafternoon—although she could see that he had read her messages—when he asked, Do you still want me at your family dinner tonight? (Coraline shows the text to me, which follows a bevy of furious emojis from her.) To which my sister, tempestuous take-no-prisoners soul that she is, declared that there would be no point now because his attitude had pre-ruined the occasion for her.

			“So you asked him to stay away.”

			She waves her phone at me. “He made it clear he didn’t want to come!”

			The restroom door swings open: it’s Jessie. “Hi,” she says. “Charles asked me to check on you. He’s paid the bill so I think they’re getting ready to leave.”

			I feel like we’ve been caught by the teacher hanging out in the bathroom instead of being in class, especially since Jessie is a teacher, at a school for special-needs students on the Upper East Side. When Charles told us he had started seeing someone who teaches deaf fifth graders, the first thing my mother said, in a tone of alarm, was “Is she deaf?”

			“Shit,” I say. “We were supposed to treat him.”

			Coraline zips up her makeup case. “He can afford it.”

			Charles and our mother are waiting in the parking lot. The heat of the day has subsided to a clammy warmth. Over a week past Labor Day and it still feels like we’re in the armpit of August. Charles is carrying Coraline’s gift in one hand and two bags of takeout containers in the other. When he sees us he says, “Come on,” and starts walking toward his Lexus.

			“I’ll call a Lyft,” says Coraline.

			“I’ll drop you off,” he says. “It’ll cost at least sixty to get to Williamsburg.” He looks at me. “Claudia?”

			When I first started biking everywhere in New York and Charles realized he couldn’t talk me out of it, he bought a trunk rack—as yet unused—for my bike. So he could be the Claudia Lin support van if I ever didn’t feel like biking back from one of our Flushing outings, he told me. Thinking about that now makes me feel sad about how the evening imploded on him—and, also, because I miss my brother.

			“Thanks, Dà gē,” I say, “but the first rule of Bike Club is never to bike somewhere you can’t bike back from.”

		

	
		
		
			III.

			IN MATCHMAKER-SPEAK, Charretter is a proactive, high-conversion, high-consistency, medium-activity user. He makes the first move, he reaches out to at least one profile per search, he maintains approximately the same level of activity over time, and he averages between three and six contacts a week. At any one time, he’s chatting on Soulmate Messenger with four or five women. The shortest chat record is less than a day, the longest almost two months.

			His profile says he is thirty-five, works in advertising, grew up in the Chicago area, enjoys art museums and adventurous travel and whiskey bars. Assuming his pictures are accurate, he’s pleasant looking, if ever so slightly walleyed. He writes complete, well-crafted sentences. He’s looking for a woman to connect with on an intellectual, emotional, and physical level. His profile would get a Significantly Exceeds Expectations rating from all my straight female friends, who are always telling me how their standards have been worn down over time by the paucity of eligible men in New York.

			Veracity has access to Charretter’s activity on Soulmate via Match Insights, a vendor that consolidates customer data across matchmakers and resells it to businesses in the industry. I’ve tried googling Match Insights: nada. Just like Veracity itself. There’s nothing on the Internet about the company, or even about Komla Atsina or Rebecca Rittel (Becks’s given name). Our clients have to take a vow of silence a Freemason would balk at, with one exception: they’re permitted to refer a total of three other romantically mistrustful individuals to us. These client referrals are the exclusive basis on which Veracity accepts new cases. In the verifiers’ line of work, Komla likes to say, discretion is the best part of everything. It all makes me feel delightfully like I’m a heroine in a spy novel, even if I know better than to say that out loud.

			The irony of where I currently work is, I’ve never tried matching myself. I fessed up during the interview when Komla asked me how my experience with dating platforms had been. This was after his opening spiel about what he called our quest for love, how central it was to our conception of ourselves, what a hobbled process of trial and error it had been for millennia, until now! The promise of data and technology, the matchmakers knowing us better than we knew ourselves, reaching further into the world than we could reach ourselves, securing happiness for us.

			“Aha,” he said. “You are a skeptic.” He didn’t sound surprised, even though—as my friends like to remind me—90 percent of our single, city-dwelling, midtwenties demographic is online. Hopefully it wasn’t because I was self-evidently undatable.

			“I believe it works,” I said. It was certainly helping to usher in an era of matrimony among my friends. One of my freshman-year roommates had just announced her engagement to a guy she met on a matchmaker for pescatarian pickleball enthusiasts, possibly because there was no one else on that platform. I’d also been to two matchmaker-brokered weddings earlier this summer, one of them sponsored by Let’s Meet as part of a social media campaign. “It just feels like a bit too much trouble. For me. Right now.”

			What I couldn’t say to the man who had just lauded matchmakers as the solution to humanity’s romantic woes: Matching feels sort of unromantic, no? The way e-cards do, and prenups, and gift certificates for presents, and my demographic’s obsession with recording and publicizing every single meal, sunset, vacation, and unoriginal thought of their lives. Sometimes I fear I may be out of joint with my time.

			Komla said, “You have no desire, then, to be matching?”

			I can usually tell, in interviews, which direction the questioner is pointing: How do you feel about working on tedious, repetitive tasks that are necessary for the success of your organization? But with Komla it was like I was standing in a bank of fog, barely able to make out his outline next to me.

			“Not particularly,” I said.

			“Excellent,” he said.
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			I extract Charretter’s chats with Iris from his Soulmate Messenger records and go through them thinking about what Iris said. Or rather, started to say—like he had an agenda—and then stopped herself. Maybe that was a ploy to tweak our interest, get us to say yes to the case. If so, it worked, and I’m definitely curious.

			Halfway through my first reading, making notes in the margins as I go, I have an epiphany. This is Literary Analysis 101 all over again! Except now, in lieu of Pride and Prejudice or Anna Karenina or Othello, I’m teasing out meaning and intent from the arguably less inspired language of Charretter and Flora or Fauna. Looks like an English degree might have some practical use after all.
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			August 18

			
				Charretter: Saw you’re into contemporary art. Been to anything good lately?

				Flora or Fauna: I should confess something.

				Charretter: What?

				Flora or Fauna: I have no idea what “good” is supposed to mean when we’re talking about contemporary art. So much of it just looks like self-indulgent BS to me.

				[CL: Can’t disagree there!]

				Charretter: What about the artists you listed in your profile? Karsten Auer, George Bloom, Raquel Vega? What do you like about their work?

				Flora or Fauna: Honestly? They felt like artists I should say I’m into. To signal that, you know, I’m a Serious Art Person.

				Charretter: Is that what you want to be?

				[CL: That’s quite a Serious Response to what is (imho) a joke by Iris.]

				Flora or Fauna: Ha, there are so many things I want to be. Getting a drink and having this conversation in person, for example. Are you free Friday?

			

			August 19

			
				Charretter: Doesn’t work for me, sorry. But I’d like to keep chatting if that’s okay with you.

				[CL: Why doesn’t he just suggest an alternative date? Shy, à la Max’s Caleb? Or he wants to get to know Iris better first before committing to a meetup?]

				Flora or Fauna: Of course!

				Charretter: You know what you were saying about art? There’s a show by an artist called Norah Simmons you should check out. It’s at Freshfield Galleries until the end of September. She’s similar to Auer and Bloom but more accessible. If you want to get a handle on what’s going on right now in the contemporary art scene, she’s a good place to start.

				Flora or Fauna: Thanks for the rec! I feel like I’ve been hogging the conversation. Tell me what’s going on with you. How was your day?

				Charretter: The usual. Work, gym. How about you?

				[CL: Immediate switch of focus back to Iris. Maybe he’s just more comfortable talking about other people vs. himself. Or…something to hide? What if he’s not really in advertising, so can’t talk about it in any detail?]

				Flora or Fauna: Busy doing the bidding of the evil corporate empire.

				Charretter: What kind of law do you practice?

				Flora or Fauna: Murders and executions.

			

			August 20

			
				Charretter: And how’s that going? Killed anyone lately?

				Flora or Fauna: I thought I scared you away. Have you heard that one before? Mergers and acquisitions. My sister loves to say murders and executions. She thinks it’s hilarious.

				Charretter: Do you enjoy what you do?

				Flora or Fauna: I enjoy how well paid it is. And lording the fact that I have a successful career over my sister. Just kidding.

				[CL: Except not really…]

				Charretter: Have you thought about other careers?

				Flora or Fauna: Not really. Why?

				Charretter: Just curious. You seem like you might not be 100% happy with your job.

				Flora or Fauna: Who is? Are you?

				Charretter: Not 100%, true. The suits drive me crazy. A lot of times the clients, too, especially when they don’t know what the hell they want. But I run out there every day psyched about what I’m doing. Creating a brand. Designing a campaign. Making people feel the way you want them to. It doesn’t matter what they think, intellectually, or what they know they should do, what’s good for them, all of that. You have to grab their hearts. That’s always my approach. I try to grab their hearts. And when I do, it’s the biggest rush in the world.

				[CL: Okay, sounds like he probably is in advertising after all. This is the most he’s said about himself in the entire chat. Am I imagining it or does his voice seem different here?]

				Flora or Fauna: Sounds like falling in love.

				[CL: Bold!]

				Charretter: I get the sense you don’t feel the same way about what you do.

				[CL: And…subtext completely ignored.]

			

			August 24

			
				Charretter: Meant to ask, did you check out the Norah Simmons show? What did you think?

				Flora or Fauna: Not yet. It’s on my list! Also the Whitney Biennial—I’ve been reading good reviews. Do you want to go this weekend?

				Charretter: I’m out of town, unfortunately. Let me know how it is.

				Flora or Fauna: Sometime next week would work as well.

				Charretter: Next week is going to be really busy for me. You should go ahead. I’d love to hear your thoughts on it, though. Also the Simmons. Like I said, I think it will help with building an appreciation of contemporary art.
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			Three read-throughs later, Charretter hasn’t expanded for me beyond the smiling blond flatness of his pictures. He has no interest in meeting Iris, but he seems sincerely interested in learning more about her. He hardly talks about himself—very rare—and the one time he does, he sounds almost like a different person. Also, why does he care so much about whether Iris takes him up on his art recommendation?

			If this were a novel, he might simply be a poorly written character. But there are no poorly written people. Only ones you don’t yet understand.
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			The day before Iris Lettriste is scheduled to return to Veracity for an update, Becks tells me to turn my spreadsheet into, kid you not, a PowerPoint presentation. “Pictures and colors,” she says. “And a few bullet points. Our clients don’t have the attention span, or the mental acuity, for much else.”

			After an hour I have half a slide and a newfound appreciation for Charles’s PowerPoint travails. I text him: I have to put together a PowerPoint deck and I have no idea how to make a graph without drawing it out myself. Help?

			He texts back: Call me.

			When I do he puts me on speakerphone and talks me through the process. Before he hangs up he says, “They have you doing slides at Aurum now?”

			“Just this one.” And I can only hope that’s a true statement.

			I plot out three metrics along a six-month x-axis: the numbers of searches Charretter has run, profiles he has contacted, and chat sessions he’s engaged in. The lines stretch across the page like low-amplitude sound waves echoing into eternity. Is it really that hard for him to find one woman who can rise to his intellectual, emotional, and physical standards? The only break in these patterns occurred several weeks ago, when he went offline for four days.

			I email the deck to Becks: no reply. Later that afternoon, however, she comes by my desk. “That draft wasn’t as shitty as I expected.”

			“That’s what I aim for,” I say, “to be just a little less shitty than people expect me to be.”

			Becks arches an eyebrow without the rest of her face moving at all, which is impressive and scary at the same time. In an Inspector Yuan novel she would be the most disdainful noble at the emperor’s court, or an undercover professional assassin. She would always be a suspect but never the killer. That would be too obvious.

			“Maybe you should take care of all our slide decks going forward,” she says, “since you seem to have a knack for it.”

			She starts to turn away. I say, “What do you think about that hiatus?”

			“Nothing,” she says. “Taking a break for four days, that’s nothing.”

			Maybe. But she knew immediately what I was referring to, and the number of days of Charretter’s absence from Soulmate. She’d noticed it as well.
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			Iris Lettriste sits silently through most of our presentation. At first I think Becks is right about the limitations of our clients, and I’m disappointed. I expected more from Iris given that first meeting. But when Becks gets to the graph slide Iris leans forward in her chair, slowly, as if an abrupt movement might undo her, and asks, “Isn’t that unusual?”

			“Isn’t what?” says Becks.

			“It’s so consistent. His activity. Almost like he has a quota to fill or something.”

			Komla, sitting next to me, says, “It’s easy for people to get into a routine.”

			“And that.” Iris points to where the three lines plunge to the ground of the x-axis and then soar back up to their prior heights. “What happened there?”

			“He took a break,” says Becks. “That’s typical.”

			“But in the context of the rest of his behavior,” says Iris. She’s staring at the graph as if its lines are some kind of code only she can decipher. Like the martial arts manual in Inspector Yuan and the Temple of Sorrow, maybe, where the illustrations of the Tiger’s Claw sequence are in fact characters spelling out the location of the stolen Buddha figurines. I indulge in that possibility for a few seconds before I remember: I’m the one who created this slide.

			Iris is saying that the graph shows Charretter to have been chatting with three profiles right before he went offline, on the tenth of August, and with four profiles when he logs back into Soulmate four days later. She turns her chair away from the screen, another careful motion, and toward Komla. “Are any of those profiles the same?”

			“They’re all different,” I say.

			Once again everyone else looks around, like they’re surprised there’s this fourth thinking, talking being in the room. I say, “When Charretter logs into Soulmate on the fourteenth of August, he runs a new search. The usual parameters: women between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-six who live in Manhattan. He messages four new profiles based on those search results.”

			Iris says, to me this time, “And you can look at his chat history with those profiles, right?”

			Komla says, “How would that be relevant to your verification?”

			“He might have said something to one of them that made her think he wasn’t what he seemed to be. When she asked him about it he disappeared on her.”

			“But then why also disappear on the two other women he was talking to at that time?” says Becks.

			Iris says, “Isn’t that your job to find out?”

			Becks stares at Iris like she’s calculating how many seconds it would take for her to vault across the table and snap her neck. She opens her mouth—I’m simultaneously thinking, Oh shit and also How exciting—and then Komla says, “We are all aligned in wanting to help you find out the truth.” He’s using his client-whisperer voice: calm, sympathetic, unimpeachably reasonable. “Asking the right questions can clarify what we should be looking for.”

			After a moment Iris says, “That makes sense. I didn’t mean to…” She pauses. “I’m sorry. I’ve been dealing with a migraine since last night, and it’s literally-as-in-figuratively killing me. Not that that’s an excuse.” She closes her eyes. “I’d appreciate whatever help you can give.”

			“Do you want some water?” I ask. “We could also dim the lights, if that would help.” My mother was prone to migraines, and the three of us were Pavlov-trained accordingly. Water and painkillers on the bedside table, the house shrouded, and, above all, to keep from angering her, which, especially when she was in pain, could result from us doing anything or nothing at all. Charles turned it into a game. “It’s time for us to be ghosts,” he would say, and we would practice moving so quietly it felt like we didn’t even displace the air. Then one time our mother overheard him whispering it to us and slapped him so hard her wedding ring—she wore it for years after our father fled, I suspect as a reminder of his worthlessness and a way to sustain her rage and contempt for him—gouged open his cheek. “What ghost?” she said. “You want me dead?” But I know she regretted it, because the next day, when her migraine had subsided, she cooked all his favorite dishes for dinner.

			Iris opens her eyes and smiles at me. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

			After a moment Komla says, “We’ll review the chat records for any indications that he might have lied to those profiles.”

			Becks, still standing next to the projector screen, doesn’t say anything, but I can practically see the air around her warp with disapproval. When it comes to Iris Lettriste, Becks and Komla might not be that in sync after all.

			“To the extent we find anything,” says Komla, “we can discuss it at our next session.”

			“What about my chat with him?” asks Iris. “Did you notice anything there?”

			I try to make eye contact with Becks, because I emailed her that chat record ages ago, with a note that some things did seem a tad odd and did she want to talk about it? True to form, she never responded. Did she even look at it? She must have. That record, along with Charretter’s profile and historical activity, are the key pieces of information we have about the target.

			Komla says, “I don’t believe we did.”

			Becks is staring straight ahead of her like I’m Medusa in disguise. Fine. “He wanted you to go to that art show,” I say, and as I do I realize. “Not to go with you, but for you to go and then…tell him what you thought of it.” But why would anyone want that? Could he be some sort of recluse or agoraphobic, living vicariously through the women he meets online?

			Iris looks from Komla to me and back again. “That’s part of it. Yes. Information. It felt like what he wanted was information.”

			Information about Iris Lettriste’s tastes in art? If she intended that as a hint, it whizzed about ten feet over my head.

			Becks glances at me for just long enough to make it clear she’s going to assign me to the Veracity equivalent of toilet-cleaning duty for speaking out of turn the way I did. Then she’s saying to Iris, “Isn’t that why people talk to each other? To get information.”

			Iris continues to gaze at Komla like he’s her third and final roll of the dice.

			“Say you’re right,” he says. “Why is that of such concern to you?”

			She rubs at her crooked finger. “Isn’t it? For you?”

			He smiles at her as if he were hoping for this exact, mystifying response. “Many things concern me. Do you want to set a date now for our next meeting?”

			“There’s one more thing,” she says.

			She wants to start a second verification. At the start of the summer, before Charretter, she matched with a man with whom she went on a few dates before he dropped out of touch. He resurfaced after Labor Day, apologizing for his absence: last-minute travel, work deadlines. “He could be telling the truth,” she says. “He’s in private equity. Those guys work crazy hours.” She says this with a strange lilt in her voice, as if she wants us to assure her that’s correct.

			Komla pauses, and I can tell he and Becks are having one of their telepathic tête-à-têtes. Iris’s ask has surprised them both. “You would like us to conduct both verifications simultaneously?”

			“Let me guess,” she says. “It’s highly unusual for your clients to ask for more than one verification at a time.”

			Becks says, “We’d have to bill this as a new matter. You’re looking at twice the original fee. At least.”

			Iris takes a breath, and then she says, “That’s not an issue.”

			Komla says, “Do you have a name for this target?”

			“Jude,” she says. “Jude Kalman. His Soulmate handle is Captain Bubbles.” She smiles as she says Captain Bubbles, and for that moment Iris Lettriste is just like every other client I’ve seen.
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