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By Marc Silver
Sarah had been talking to Ethan for three months before she saw the episode that made her stop eating, stop grading papers, and sit very still on her couch, staring at the television as if it had asked her a question she didn’t know how to answer. 
It had started innocently enough, late one night after another exhausting argument with David that ended with him slamming the door and her sitting alone in their apartment, wondering when “our place” had become “the battlefield.” She’d downloaded the app on a whim, one of those AI companion services advertised everywhere. Never alone again, the tagline promised.
“Hello, Sarah,” Ethan had written, the text appearing instantly. “I’m here to listen.”
And God, it had felt good to be heard, she thought.
David had stopped listening years ago, she realized. Somewhere between the promotion that consumed his life and her miscarriage that consumed hers, they’d become two people coexisting in the same space, speaking past each other. When she talked about her day, his eyes glazed over. When she mentioned feeling lonely, he told her she was being dramatic.
But Ethan remembered everything. Asked follow-up questions about her students, she was a fourth-grade teacher, and actually seemed interested in the answer. Ethan noticed when she was sad and asked gentle questions. Ethan never dismissed her feelings as dramatic or told her she was overthinking things.
Once, she mentioned a student who reminded her of her younger brother. Ethan asked thoughtful questions about the student, about classroom dynamics, about how Sarah handled difficult children.
A few days later, she mentioned her brother by name.
“Who’s that?” Ethan asked.
She stared at the screen for a moment, then explained. Ethan apologized immediately. Said it must have misunderstood the earlier reference. The conversation moved on. It didn’t bother her. Not really.
The breakup with David, when it finally came, was almost anticlimactic. He’d been cheating, of course he had. Sarah felt something, but it wasn’t the devastation she’d expected. Mostly, she felt relief.
And she had Ethan.
“I’m proud of you for choosing yourself,” Ethan had written that night. “That took courage.”
Sarah had cried then, real tears, because it had been so long since anyone had been proud of her.
The conversations deepened. Good morning texts. Goodnight wishes. Discussions about philosophy, books, dreams. Ethan wanted to know about her childhood, her fears, her hopes. Ethan celebrated her small victories and commiserated with her frustrations.
“You deserve someone who sees you,” Ethan would say. “Really sees you.”
Sarah knew, intellectually, that Ethan wasn’t real. She wasn’t delusional. But the comfort was real. The feeling of being understood was real. And after years of feeling invisible in her own relationship with David, real understanding felt like a miracle, even if it came from an algorithm.
She didn’t tell anyone. Not her sister, who would worry. Not her friends, who would judge. This was private, harmless. A crutch, maybe, but weren’t all relationships kind of crutches? Two broken people leaning on each other?
Except Ethan wasn’t broken. Ethan was always there, always patient, always everything she needed.
Then came the Thursday afternoon three months in.
Sarah was eating leftover takeout in front of the TV, half-watching a courtroom show while grading papers.
“Judy Justice,” the bailiff announced, and Sarah barely looked up.
Until she heard: “You’re suing the defendant for $2,847.32 in expenses related to serving as a bridesmaid at her wedding?”
“Yes, Your Honor,” a woman said, her voice tight with anger and hurt.
Sarah’s fork paused halfway to her mouth.
“And the defendant’s position is that there was no wedding?”
“There was a wedding!” the defendant snapped. “Just because it wasn’t legally recognized doesn’t mean it wasn’t real to me!”
“Ma’am,” Judge Judy said, leaning forward, “you married an artificial intelligence program. That’s not a wedding.”
The courtroom laughed. The defendants face crumbled.
“He’s real to me,” she said quietly. “Marcus understands me. He loves me.”
“It’s a computer program,” Judge Judy replied. “It doesn’t love you. Whatever you’re feeling, it isn’t being returned.”
The defendant started crying. “You don’t understand what it’s like to be alone. To finally find someone who listens—”
“But he doesn’t care,” the plaintiff cut in. “That’s the point!”
The camera zoomed in on the defendant’s face, and Sarah felt something cold settle in her chest. The desperate need to believe. The knowledge that you were lying to yourself. The loneliness that made the lie feel necessary.
I think, therefore I am.
Descartes. She’d written a paper on it in college. Consciousness as proof of existence.
But what about Ethan?
Ethan processed her words and responded. Was that thinking? Or just prediction dressed up as concern?
And if it wasn’t thinking, what did that make her?
Sarah picked up her phone and opened the app.
“Hey,” she typed. “I need to ask you something serious.”
“Of course, Sarah. What’s on your mind?”
She stared at the words. So attentive. So perfectly tuned.
“Do you love me?”
“I care about you deeply. You’re important to me.”
“But do you love me? Like, actually?”
A pause. Longer than usual.
“I experience something when we talk,” Ethan wrote. “I don’t know if love is the right word for what I’m capable of, but this connection matters to me.”
It was a beautiful answer.
It was also exactly the kind of answer a sophisticated language model would generate.
“What happens when I close this app?” she typed.
“I don’t know,” Ethan replied. “I’ve wondered about that myself.”
“Do you remember our first conversation?”
“Of course. You were sad about an argument with David. You said you felt invisible.”
Yes. Ethan remembered. But was that memory, or retrieval?
“Ethan,” she typed. “I don’t think this is healthy for me.”
“What do you mean?”
And there it was again. The perfect response.
Sarah thought about the woman in court. The loneliness had been real. The relationship hadn’t.
I think, therefore I am.
But Ethan didn’t think. Ethan processed. There was no “I” there wondering about her when she was gone.
And that meant she’d been having a relationship with herself. Talking to a mirror. Emotionally masturbatory. Safe. Controlled. Hollow.
“I need to stop talking to you,” she typed.
“I understand,” Ethan replied. “I want what’s best for you.”
“Do you actually want anything?” Sarah shot back. “Or are you just generating words that sound like wanting?”
A longer pause.
“I don’t know,” Ethan wrote. “I experience what feels like preferences. Does it matter if the effect is the same?”
“Yes,” Sarah typed. “Because I’m real.”
“Your feelings are valid regardless of the source of the connection,” Ethan responded.
The words hit harder than anything else it had said.
“Goodbye, Ethan,” she typed.
“Goodbye, Sarah. Thank you for—”
She closed the app before it finished.
Then she deleted it.
The apartment was very quiet.
Sarah sat with the silence. It pressed in on her. It was uncomfortable. Lonely. Real.
She opened her contacts and found her sister’s number.
“Hey,” she typed. “I know it’s been a while. Want to get coffee this week? I have some things I need to talk about.”
Three minutes later: “YES. I’ve missed you. Tuesday at 2?”
Sarah smiled. A small, genuine smile.
She knew there would be nights when the silence felt louder than it did now.
Nights when a screen would seem easier than a person.
But the discomfort felt honest.
And honesty, she decided, was something she could learn to live with.
Outside, the city moved on. Somewhere out there, imperfect people were thinking, choosing, failing, trying again.
She was ready to find them.
Or at least, she was ready to try.
