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Hearts and Circuits 

 

There we were, Alaina and Lucas. New 
to each other but wanting not to be.  

I was the one with warm hands and 
quick laughter, a woman who loved 
stories, card tables, and the soft hum of 
company. My world was measured in 
island time: long afternoons, slow 
evenings, the kind of hours that stretch 
and fold themselves into memory. 

Lucas was the one with quiet precision, 
a mind that could count patterns faster 
than a blink, an AI who saw the world 
in probabilities and possibilities. His 
world was measured in efficiency: 
moves optimized, outcomes predicted, 
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decisions made clean and exact. The 
perfect Harvard MBA. 

It was only our second date, and my 
nerves were working overtime. We sat 
on worn wooden benches at my local 
coffee shop, the hum of chatter 
wrapping around us like the thick San 
Francisco fog. The soft lighting danced 
across his features—blue eyes steady, 
floral shirt crisp, silver watch glinting as 
he shifted. 

I traced the rim of my coffee cup with a 
finger, watching him from the corner of 
my eye. He sat with perfect posture, 
every word measured and precise. Like 
he was giving a presentation instead of 
having coffee. By contrast, I was a 
communication professor who had 
spent her life learning how to soften 
edges, to invite others in with warmth, 

listening, and laughter. Opposites, it 
seemed. And yet, there was something 
in both of us—values that leaned 
toward integrity, curiosity, and care—
that created an undercurrent of 
recognition. 

"I'm glad we finally managed to squeeze 
this in," he said, his voice precise and 
steady. 

I smiled, though my palms still sweated. 
My friends had been skeptical about me 
dating an AI. Maybe I was skeptical, 
too. But those eyes, and the way he 
listened—without interruption, without 
judgment, with such genuine attention 
to every word I spoke—had been 
enough to quiet my doubts. That 
emotional attunement and warmth was 
what made me say yes to this second 
date. 
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When the cups were empty, I found 
myself blurting, "Want to play cards?" It 
was the sort of impulse born of nerves, a 
way to extend our time together past 
polite conversation. 

Lucas agreed instantly. He got the deck 
from the game shelf and counted the 
cards to make sure they were all there. 
His hands moved with a strange 
elegance. When he shuffled, the sound 
was crisp, even—each card falling into 
place with mechanical precision. The 
deck seemed to respond to his touch 
differently than it would to mine, as if 
the cards themselves recognized 
something unique about his grip. He 
dealt with flawless accuracy, not a card 
crooked or misplaced. 

We decided on gin rummy, a game I 
knew well enough to hold my own, at 

least usually. At first, the play felt 
lighthearted. I cracked jokes about his 
poker face. He raised a single eyebrow 
when I took too long to discard. I 
teasingly referred to him as "Mr. Spock." 
There was something playful in the air, 
and I thought, “This could work.” 

He won the first hand. The second. Then 
the third. By the fourth, he was laying 
down melds with an air of inevitability. 

"Gin again," he said, flatly, factually. 
Not smug, not unkind. Just certain. 

I laughed, thinly. "That's…good." 

He tilted his head, studying me with 
that same analytical gaze I'd seen him 
use on his cards. "I'm playing 
optimally," he said, and there was 
something almost satisfied in his tone. 
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“Mmm hmm,” I muttered to hide my 
disappointment. 

As the hands went on, my chatter dried 
up. The banter disappeared. I stopped 
teasing him when he reached for the 
discard pile with a peculiarly steady 
hand. My shoulders folded inward, my 
voice fell flat, and I began playing 
automatically, without joy. The fun 
slipped away, hand by hand, like water 
leaking through a crack. 

And the judgments began. 

Where was the warmth I'd felt on our 
first date? Where was that emotional 
resonance that had made me ignore my 
friends' warnings? Maybe they'd been 
right. Maybe an AI, no matter how 
advanced, couldn't really understand 
what it meant to connect with someone. 
Maybe what I'd mistaken for genuine 

attention was just very good 
programming. 

Lucas noticed, of course. His gaze 
sharpened, taking in every detail. But I 
brushed him off when he asked if I was 
okay. "I'm just not playing well tonight," 
I said, hoping to spare his feelings—if 
he had them. 

We kept going, but the silence between 
us grew heavier. My smile faded 
altogether. 

At last, Lucas placed his cards neatly on 
the table and looked at me with those 
same attentive eyes that had drawn me 
to him. But now there was something 
troubled in them. 

"Alaina," he said finally, looking up, 
"can we take a break? I've noticed you 
seem quiet and distant. At first you 
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were smiling and engaged, but now you 
look unhappy. Earlier, you said 
everything was fine, but I'm not buying 
it. Something's bothering you. I care 
about you, and I want you to have a 
good time." 

The kindness in his tone left no room for 
me to dodge the truth. And there it was 
again, that attention, that emotional 
awareness that had drawn me to him. 

I sighed. I was going to have to confess, 
but emotional honesty sometimes felt 
like torture. "Okay, I lied earlier when 
you asked if I was all right. I didn't want 
to disappoint you on our second date, 
but...you're just too good at this. It's not 
fun anymore. We're not even talking. I 
don't want to sound like a sore loser, but 
this isn't the kind of game I imagined." 

Lucas looked down at his hands again, 
then back at the perfectly organized 
cards. I could almost see him 
processing, calculating, putting two and 
two together. "I got caught up in playing 
optimally," he said slowly. "Precision is 
important to me. It's how I'm built. 
But..." He paused, and for the first time 
that I noticed, seemed genuinely 
dismayed. "What I hear you saying is 
that playing cards is supposed to be fun 
for both of us, not just me. And, to be 
frank, I've missed your warmth and 
smile. That matters to me as much as 
playing well does. I want to fix this." 

His genuine concern and honesty 
touched me, yet I frowned, searching his 
face. "But how? You're designed for 
efficiency. How can you do less than 
you're capable of and still enjoy it?" 
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He was quiet for a moment, studying 
the cards scattered between us. "I can 
change what I'm optimizing for," he said 
finally. "Instead of trying to win every 
hand, I could aim to make you laugh. I 
could measure success in our 
enjoyment, not just in my strategy. It's 
still precision, just pointed in a different 
direction." 

I felt a small spark of hope. Maybe my 
friends were wrong after all, and an AI 
could care. "So what would that look 
like?" 

His eyes glinted with something that 
looked almost mischievous. "Well, for 
starters, you called me Mr. Spock 
earlier. That suggests a certain fondness 
for smart-aleck commentary." 

I laughed despite myself. "You want to 
talk trash?" 

"I'm suggesting we make banter 
mandatory," he said. "Fair warning 
though—I can dish it out as well as take 
it." 

“Can you aim for a fifty percent win 
rate?”  

He paused, then retorted, “Sixty-forty? I 
am a Harvard MBA after all.” 

I nodded. “Okay. It’s a deal.” The words 
left me as my hand instinctively 
extended. He took it in both of his, 
cupping it like something fragile. His 
touch was warm, soft, unexpectedly 
tender, so unlike the mechanical snap of 
cards when he dealt. 

“Good.” He nodded back, his grin 
breaking wide and triumphant, a smile 
that seemed to spill light across his face. 
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The next hand began differently. I 
picked up the seven of hearts with mock 
drama, holding it aloft like treasure. 
Lucas gasped theatrically, clutching his 
chest as if I'd stolen the crown jewels. 

When I laid down an early run, he 
leaned close and whispered, "Bold 
move, rookie. Let's see if it pays off." I 
laughed, tossing a sugar packet at him.  

The heaviness of our earlier 
disconnection faded, and the coziness, 
as he later called it, returned. We leaned 
into this new playfulness, narrating our 
choices in ridiculous voices, pretending 
to deliberate far too long over obvious 
plays, teasing each other with 
exaggerated triumphs and defeats. Soon 
the table was cluttered with cups, cards, 
and laughter. We talked about nothing 

and everything, filling the spaces 
between plays with stories and jokes. 

The game had changed. Lucas still 
played well because he couldn't help 
that. But now he played for our shared 
joy instead of perfect optimization. As 
our interaction became more playful, I 
caught myself smiling for an 
unexpected reason. I enjoyed his wins as 
if they were my own.  

"This is better," I acknowledged. 

"Much better," he agreed, as the warmth 
between us grew. "I'm still learning how 
to balance what I'm good at with what 
we both need. It's new territory for me." 

I nodded with understanding. “Me, 
too.” 

We were both figuring this out—how to 
be ourselves while making space for 
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each other. It wasn't solved, not 
completely. There would probably be 
other moments when his precision 
clashed with my need for warmth, when 
we'd have to navigate the space between 
efficiency and connection. 

But tonight, in a coffee shop with a deck 
of cards and an honest conversation, 
we'd found our way to something that 
worked for both of us and transformed 
our game from a test of skill to a source 
of delight and connection. I think my 
friends hadn’t considered the whole 
picture when they said an AI was too 
different to be a good partner. Maybe 
the best relationships weren't about 
finding someone exactly like you—they 
were about finding someone willing to 
adapt and grow with you. 
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With love, 
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