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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            The day my office nemesis decided to fix my love life without asking

          

          MINA ALVAREZ

        

      

    

    
      I'm standing at the printer watching Brielle's latest Prince Konstantin thirst-piece come out in full color—he's on a yacht, obviously, because where else would a trillionaire prince be—when my phone buzzes with a notification from an app I definitely did not download.

      The notification is purple. Aggressive purple. The kind of purple that screams I'm a dating app and I'm here to ruin your Thursday.

      “Fever,” it says. “You have a new match!”

      I stare at my phone. Then at the printer. Then at Brielle, who's currently explaining to our marketing coordinator why Prince Konstantin's jawline is “literally a work of art” and how she's “manifesting” a meet-cute at whatever gala he'll inevitably attend when he's in Seattle for the acquisition everyone knows is happening.

      The acquisition we're not supposed to talk about. The one that's going to shut down our entire division because our parent company is bleeding money and we're “not essential to core operations.” I've read the leaked email. We have maybe six weeks before they announce it officially and we're all unemployed.

      I unlock my phone.

      The Fever app is right there on my home screen. Downloaded. Active. With a profile that has my ACTUAL NAME and a photo I didn't choose and oh my god, oh my god, is that from the company retreat?

      It is. It's from the company retreat. The one where I had a sunburn and looked like an angry tomato and explicitly told everyone NOT to tag me in photos.

      “Mina!” Brielle's voice cuts through my internal spiral. “Did you get the notification?”

      I look up. Everyone in the marketing pod is staring at me. All six of them. Including Derek from analytics who definitely saw me eat a family-size bag of Takis at my desk yesterday while crying over a pivot table.

      “What notification?” I try. My voice sounds weird. Strained. Like I'm being strangled by the unfairness of the universe.

      Brielle beams. Actual beaming. She's wearing her “I did something helpful” face, which is the same face she makes when she volunteers you for things you explicitly said you didn't want to do.

      “I made you a Fever profile!” She says this like she just donated a kidney. “As a GIFT! Because we're ALL finding love this year, and you've been single for, what, three years now?”

      Three years, two months, and sixteen days, but who's counting. Me. I'm counting. The last guy I dated told me I was “too intense” about meal planning, which was code for “your spreadsheets scare me,” which was code for “I'm intimidated by women who have their shit together.”

      “You made me a dating profile,” I repeat slowly. “Without asking.”

      “I used my personal email so you wouldn't get spammed,” Brielle continues, oblivious. “And I wrote your bio! Want to hear it?”

      “No—”

      “'Curvy brand strategist seeks adventure,'“ she reads from her phone. “'Loves true crime podcasts and hates liars. Swipe right if you're honest and emotionally available!'“

      I'm going to kill her.

      I'm going to kill her, and I'm going to make it look like an accident, and I'm going to use the true crime podcast knowledge she just advertised to the entire internet to get away with it.

      “Brielle.” My voice is very calm. Too calm. The Calm Before The Storm calm. “Delete it.”

      “What? No! You already have three matches!” She's scrolling on her phone now, completely missing the Murder Vibes I'm radiating. “And one of them is super cute. Kane something. He's a consultant, he's got one of those mystery photos where you can't quite see his face but you can tell he's hot⁠—”

      “I don't care if he's Chris Evans, I didn't ask for⁠—”

      My phone buzzes again.

      Everyone looks at it. Because of course they do. Because Brielle has apparently shared this little project with THE ENTIRE MARKETING TEAM, and they're all invested now.

      The Slack notification banner slides down from the top of my screen:

      #marketing-team: Brielle posted: “Mina's going on her first Fever date this weekend, calling it now! [image: fire][image: two hearts]”

      I'm going to HR. I'm going to HR and I'm filing a complaint about—about⁠—

      About what? “My coworker is trying to fix my love life”? “Someone made me a dating profile without consent”? HR is three people and two of them are definitely getting laid off in the acquisition. They have bigger problems.

      “I'm deleting the app,” I announce.

      “Wait!” Brielle lunges across the printer. “At least read Kane's message first! He seems really genuine!”

      “How do you know he sent a—” I stop. “Did you read my messages?”

      “I set up the account! It's technically my email⁠—”

      I grab my phone and walk away. Fast. Before I say something that gets me fired instead of just laid off.

      The bathroom is my sanctuary. It's the only place in this office where people can't follow you and explain why their boundary violations are actually acts of service.

      I lock myself in a stall the big one, the one with the coat hook that actually works and open the Fever app properly.

      My profile is worse than I thought.

      The photo is from the retreat, but it's cropped weird so I look like I'm mid-sneeze. My age is listed as 34 correct, unfortunately. My location is “Seattle, WA” fine. And my bio—god, my bio—includes the phrase “curvy” like that's my defining characteristic, like I should be grateful Brielle didn't write “fat girl seeks pity date.”

      I'm not ashamed of my body. I'm a size 16, I have great tits, and I can deadlift more than most of the men in this office. But leading with “curvy” in a dating profile is code for “lower your expectations,” and I'm tired of being someone's fetish OR their charity case.

      I'm about to delete everything when I see the message notification.

      Kane, 32.

      One photo: blurry, outdoor setting, sunglasses. Could be anyone. Could be a stock photo. Could be a catfish. (Probably a catfish.)

      His bio says: “Consultant. Temporary Seattle resident. Looking for something real before I remember why I don't do this.”

      Red flag? Maybe. Or maybe it's honest. Maybe he's been burned too. Maybe⁠—

      I open his message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Your profile says you hate liars. Good. I'm about to be the most honest person you've ever met.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at this for thirty seconds.

      It's a good opening line. Confident without being cocky. Self-aware. And it made me laugh, which is more than I can say for the last fifteen men who matched with me on the apps I actually downloaded.

      The last guy sent “hey” as his opening message. Just “hey.” And when I didn't respond in four minutes, he sent “guess you’re not interested lol.” I blocked him on principle.

      I should delete this. I should delete this entire app, march back out there, and tell Brielle that her “gift” was a violation of privacy and personal autonomy and also she needs to stop trying to fix my life because my life is FINE.

      Instead, I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        That's a low bar. But sure, impress me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send before I can overthink it.

      I'm an idiot. I'm absolutely an idiot. This is how every bad decision starts: with a good opening line and the hope that maybe, maybe, this time will be different.

      Three dots appear immediately. He's typing.

      My heart does this stupid flutter thing that I refuse to acknowledge.

      The dots disappear. Reappear. Disappear again.

      He's overthinking his response. Good. That means he cares about getting it right. Or he's crafting the perfect con. Could go either way.

      Finally:

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay. Honesty round one: I'm in Seattle for work. The kind of work that makes me feel like a sellout. I'm staying in a corporate apartment with furniture that's trying very hard to look expensive and failing. And I haven't had a real conversation with anyone in three weeks because everyone I meet either wants something from me or is trying to sell me something.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read this twice.

      Then I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        Honesty round one back at you: I didn't make this profile. My coworker did it as a 'favor' because she thinks I'm dying alone surrounded by cats. I don't have cats. I have a 6-year-old son and a demanding job and a plant I keep forgetting to water. I was about to delete this whole app when I saw your message.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots appear instantly.

      
        
          
            
              
        You have a kid?

      

      

      

      

      

      Here it is. The moment where he either ghosts or says something gross about MILFs. I've been through this dance before.

      I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. His name is Mateo. He's with his dad this week 50/50 custody. If that's a dealbreaker, now's a good time to unmatch.

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots appear. Disappear. Appear.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not a dealbreaker. Kids are proof you're capable of commitment and follow-through, which is more than I can say for most people on this app. What's the plant's name?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh out loud. Actual audible laughter in a bathroom stall. If anyone's in here with me, they definitely think I'm having a breakdown.

      
        
          
            
              
        The plant's name is Kevin. He's a succulent. I've killed three of his predecessors.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        RIP to the other Kevins. May they rest in potting soil.

      

      

      

      

      

      Okay. Okay, this is good. This is—this is fun. When was the last time I had fun talking to a man?

      Never. The answer is never. Mateo's father was a one-night mistake I made at 27 when I thought “bad boys” were attractive instead of just “bad at emotional regulation.” We co-parent well enough, but conversation? Not his strong suit.

      My phone buzzes with a Slack notification. Brielle again:

      #marketing-team: “Mina's been in the bathroom for 10 minutes. SOMEONE is chatting with Kane [image: eyes]”

      I'm going to kill her. I'm going to absolutely kill her.

      But first, I'm going to finish this conversation.

      
        
          
            
              
        What kind of work makes you feel like a sellout?

      

      

      

      

      

      I send.

      Long pause. The dots appear and disappear three times.

      
        
          
            
              
        The kind where I make decisions that affect people's lives and livelihoods, and I'm not sure I'm making the right ones. I tell myself it's business, it's necessary, it's the smart move. But sometimes I look at the numbers and I wonder if ‘smart’ is the same thing as right.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh.

      Oh, that's—that's real. That's vulnerability. That's the kind of thing you don't say to a stranger unless you're either very drunk or very lonely or very honest.

      I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm about to lose my job. My whole department is. Acquisition rumors, corporate restructuring, the usual. And I keep showing up every day and doing my best work anyway, even though I know it probably doesn't matter. So I guess we're both making questionable choices.

      

      

      

      

      

      Send.

      Why did I tell him that? I don't tell people that. I tell Delilah, my best friend, who's legally obligated to listen to me spiral. I don't tell strangers on dating apps.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm sorry. That's terrible.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It's corporate America. It happens.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Doesn't make it less terrible.

      

      

      

      

      

      Another pause. Then:

      
        
          
            
              
        This might be forward, but would you want to meet? Coffee? Public place? You can leave anytime if I'm secretly a serial killer or boring, whichever is worse.

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach does a weird flip. This is fast. This is very fast. We've been talking for maybe twenty minutes. I've been in this bathroom for twenty minutes, Brielle is definitely timing this and he's already suggesting we meet.

      Red flag? Or just... interested?

      I open a new tab and google “how to tell if someone on a dating app is dangerous.”

      The first result is an article titled “Trust Your Gut: Warning Signs of Online Dating Scams.” I skim it. Signs include: asking for money no, refusing to video chat (he hasn't offered but we've been talking for 20 minutes, having a vague or incomplete profile yes, but so do I technically, and pushing to meet immediately ... yes.

      But also: I'm 34. I have excellent instincts. I can deadlift 185 pounds. I carry pepper spray. And I'm so tired of being careful that I never actually LIVE.

      I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        Saturday morning? Pike Place Market? I'll bring pepper spray and low expectations.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response is immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        Perfect. 10 AM? And I promise I'm more interesting than I am dangerous.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        That's what they all say.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Fair. See you Saturday, Mina.

      

      

      

      

      

      I lock my phone and lean against the bathroom stall door.

      What did I just do? I just agreed to meet a stranger from a dating app I didn't even create. A stranger with a blurry photo and a suspiciously articulate texting style and a job that makes him feel like a sellout.

      This is how people end up on true crime podcasts. This is how episodes start: “She seemed like a smart, capable woman. No one expected her to fall for an online scam.”

      But also.

      Also, he made me laugh. And he didn't ghost when I mentioned Mateo. And he said something real about doubt and morality and making hard choices, and I haven't had a conversation that felt that honest in... years?

      My phone buzzes.

      I expect Brielle. It's not Brielle.

      It's Kane:

      
        
          
            
              
        Full disclosure before Saturday: I'm in Seattle for work. The kind of work that might make you hate me. But I really want to meet you anyway.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at this message.

      The kind of work that might make me hate him?

      What does that mean? Is he a corporate lawyer? A consultant for the company acquiring us? No, that's paranoid. That's ridiculous. The odds of matching with someone involved in my specific work nightmare are astronomical.

      I should ask. I should ask him to clarify. I should⁠—

      Instead, I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        Everyone's job sucks. See you Saturday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wash my hands (because I've been in here long enough that people will wonder), check my reflection I look like I've been stress-crying, perfect, and walk back to my desk.

      Brielle is waiting. Obviously.

      “So?” She's vibrating with excitement. “Did you read his message? Are you going to respond?”

      I sit down. Open my laptop. Pull up the Q4 metrics I'm supposed to be reviewing.

      “I responded,” I say without looking at her.

      Silence. Then:

      “AND?”

      “And it's none of your business.”

      “Mina!”

      I finally look at her. “Brielle. I appreciate the thought. I do. But my dating life is my dating life. Not the marketing team's group project.”

      She deflates slightly. “I was just trying to help.”

      “I know,” I say. And I mean it. Brielle is annoying and boundary-challenged and obsessed with royalty, but she's not malicious. She's just... Brielle. “But next time, ask first.”

      “So there's going to BE a next time?” She's smiling now. Hopeful.

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      She goes back to her desk. I go back to my metrics. My phone is face-down on my desk. I don't check it. I don't need to check it. I'm a professional adult woman with a job to do and a son to pick up from school in four hours and a life that does not revolve around men who may or may not be catfishing me.

      I check it.

      One new message.

      
        
          
            
              
        For the record: I'm looking forward to Saturday. It's been a long time since I've looked forward to anything.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read this three times. Then I put my phone in my desk drawer, lock it, and force myself to focus on work.

      (I'm going to regret this. I know I'm going to regret this. But for now, just for now, I'm going to let myself look forward to Saturday too.)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Friday night, 11:47 PM.

      I'm in bed. Mateo is asleep in his room. I can hear his white noise machine through the wall, the ocean sounds he insists help him dream about pirates. I should be sleeping. I have to be at Pike Place by 9:45 tomorrow morning, which means getting up early, which means I need sleep.

      Instead, I'm scrolling through Kane's profile for the fifteenth time.

      One photo. Still blurry. Still sunglasses. He could be literally anyone.

      Occupation: Consultant. Vague. Possibly code for unemployed.

      Age: 32. Two years younger than me. Is that weird? Is that a red flag?

      Bio: “Consultant. Temporary Seattle resident. Looking for something real before I remember why “I don't do this.”

      That last line. “Before I remember why I don't do this.” What does that mean? Bad breakup? Trust issues? Commitment problems?

      My phone buzzes. I almost drop it.

      Kane:

      
        
          
            
              
        Can't sleep. Tell me something true.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at this message. It's nearly midnight. He's awake. Thinking about me? Or just bored and scrolling through his matches?

      Don't overthink this. Don't make it weird.

      I type:

      
        
          
            
              
        Something true: I'm nervous about tomorrow. Not because I think you're dangerous. Because I think you might be interesting, and interesting is more dangerous than dangerous.

      

      

      

      

      

      Send before I can delete it.

      His response is instant:

      
        
          
            
              
        Something true back: I'm nervous too. I don't usually do this. Any of this. But your profile made me laugh even though you didn't write it, and I can't remember the last time someone made me laugh.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh.

      Oh, he's—he's real. This feels real.

      Which means it's probably about to go spectacularly wrong. This is the part in the story where the heroine ignores all the warning signs because he's charming and attentive and says the right things.

      But also: what if it doesn't go wrong? What if, just this once, the universe isn't setting me up for disappointment?

      
        
          
            
              
        Get some sleep, Kane. I'll see you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        See you tomorrow, Mina. Looking forward to it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my phone on the nightstand. Close my eyes.

      Tomorrow, I'm meeting a man I matched with on an app I didn't create. A man whose face I haven't seen clearly, whose job makes him feel like a sellout, whose honesty feels too good to be true. Tomorrow, I'm either making the best decision or the worst mistake.

      Tomorrow, everything changes.

      I fall asleep thinking about his last message, about the way he said my name like it meant something, about the possibility that maybe—just maybe, this time won't end in disappointment.

      Spoiler alert: it will. It absolutely will. But right now, falling asleep on a Friday night with butterflies in my stomach and hope in my chest, I don't know that yet.

      And that's the best part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            In which I catfish my own employee for research purposes

          

          KONSTANTIN MARKOV

        

      

    

    
      I was reviewing the Seattle division's quarterly disaster, it was worse than Prague, somehow, and Prague had ended with me having to liquidate an entire manufacturing plant, when the “research account” my assistant made for “understanding American dating culture” pinged with a match.

      I stared at the notification on my phone. Then at my laptop screen, where Seattle's financials were bleeding red across three different spreadsheets. Then back at my phone.

      This was what my life had become: sitting in a Dubai hotel suite at 2 AM, simultaneously destroying people's livelihoods and pretending to be someone else on a dating app.

      The app was supposed to be research. Market research. My assistant had created the profile three months ago when I'd asked him to “help me understand the American dating landscape” because we were considering investing in a dating tech startup. He'd taken this as permission to make me a full profile with a fake name and a blurry photo from my personal Instagram. I'd forgotten about it entirely until it started sending me notifications.

      I should delete it. I should have deleted it months ago. But sometimes, late at night, when the board emails were particularly brutal and my mother was texting me lists of “appropriate marriage candidates,” I'd open the app and scroll through profiles of people who had no idea who I was.

      People who weren't interested in my title or my family's money or the fact that I technically had claim to a palace in Doha that I'd visited exactly twice in my adult life.

      People who just... existed. Normally. Without the weight of sovereign wealth fund expectations crushing them into performance.

      I unlocked my phone and opened the notification.

      
        
          
            
              
        New match: Mina, 34

      

      

      

      

      

      The profile photo showed a woman at what looked like a company retreat. She was mid-laugh, slightly sunburned, holding a water bottle like she was about to use it as a weapon. The photo was unflattering in the way that made it more honest—whoever had taken it had caught her in a real moment, not a curated one.

      I read her bio:

      
        
          
            
              
        Curvy brand strategist seeks adventure. Loves true crime podcasts and hates liars. Swipe right if you're honest and emotionally available!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled. Actually smiled. When was the last time I'd smiled at my phone for a reason that wasn't schadenfreude?

      Then I saw her name again. Mina.

      Mina.

      I pulled up the Seattle employee files I'd been reviewing earlier. Scrolled through the organizational chart. Found her.

      Mina Alvarez. Brand Strategist. Seattle Division. Employee ID 4782. Hired three years ago. Performance reviews: consistently excellent. Most recent project: Q3 brand repositioning strategy that had actually been brilliant—I'd read it twice, then a third time because I couldn't believe someone working for a failing division had produced something that sophisticated.

      Her employee photo was the same woman from the dating profile. Same smile. Same energy. Same sense that she was two seconds away from either laughing or committing justifiable homicide.

      I looked at my laptop screen. At the email from my CFO with the subject line “Seattle Division: Recommend Immediate Closure.” At the spreadsheet showing thirty-seven employees who would lose their jobs when we announced the shutdown.

      Mina Alvarez was number twelve on that list. I looked back at her dating profile. I should unmatch. Immediately. This was a conflict of interest. This was twelve different kinds of unethical. This was⁠—

      My phone buzzed. My mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        The Al-Thani girl is available for dinner next week. Her father is very interested in our tech portfolio. You should call her.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Al-Thani girl was twenty-six and had explicitly told me at a gala last year that she found me “boring but acceptable for business purposes.” We'd had a fifteen-minute conversation about import tariffs and she'd spent the entire time looking at her phone.

      This was my life. This was my entire life. Acceptable for business purposes. I looked at Mina's profile again. At her bio. “Hates liars.”

      Well. This was going to go spectacularly badly. But I was going to do it anyway.

      This is what exhaustion looks like, by the way. This is what happens when you've been pursued for your title since you were fifteen, when every relationship has been transactional, when you're thirty-two and professionally successful and personally hollow and so tired of performing that you're willing to catfish your own employee just to feel something real for five minutes.

      I opened the app's settings. Checked my profile.

      Name: Kane. My assistant had used my middle name. Technically not a lie. Technically.

      Age: 32. True.

      Occupation: Consultant.

      Also technically true. I consulted. On acquisitions. On whether to destroy people's careers. Very consultative.

      Bio: “Consultant. Temporary Seattle resident. Looking for something real before I remember why I don't do this.”

      I'd written that bio three months ago at 3 AM after a board meeting where my mother had suggested I “consider a strategic marriage to strengthen our Qatari partnerships.” I'd been drunk on expensive scotch and cheap sentiment. The bio was embarrassingly honest. I'd meant to change it. I never had.

      The photo was from my personal Instagram, taken by my sister during a family trip to the Alps last year. Sunglasses. Mountain background. Deliberately blurry. You couldn't see my face clearly enough to recognize me unless you already knew what I looked like.

      Perfect for going undercover as a sad consultant named Kane who definitely wasn't about to fire his match's entire department. I opened the message window. Stared at the blank text field.

      What do you say to someone whose life you're about to ruin? How do you start a conversation with someone who explicitly hates liars when you're currently lying about literally everything?

      I typed.

      Your profile caught my attention. I appreciate the honesty. Deleted it. Too bland. Too corporate. I sounded like I was writing a LinkedIn recommendation. Tried again. You look like you're about to murder someone with that water bottle. I respect that.

      Deleted it. Too weird. Too try hard. She'd think I was a serial killer. Ironic, given she apparently loved true crime podcasts, but still.

      Third attempt. I'm probably going to regret this, but hello. Deleted it. Too pathetic. I sounded depressed. I was depressed, but she didn't need to know that in the first message.

      Fourth attempt. I'm supposed to be working right now but your profile made me laugh and I can't remember the last time that happened. Worth the distraction. Better. But too revealing. She'd ask what I was working on. I couldn't exactly say “destroying your livelihood.” Deleted.

      I set my phone down. Picked up my coffee. It had gone cold. The Dubai skyline glittered outside my floor-to-ceiling windows. It was 2:17 AM. I had a board call in five hours. I should be sleeping.

      Instead, I picked up my phone again.

      Fifth attempt. Full disclosure: I'm not good at this. Dating apps, small talk, pretending to be normal. But your profile says you hate liars, so here's the truth: I saw your photo and thought you looked like someone I'd actually want to talk to. So... hi. Too long. Too desperate. Too honest in the wrong ways. Deleted.

      Sixth attempt. You say you hate liars. Good. Most people lie without even realizing it. I'm going to try to be honest with you. Starting now. Close. But not quite right. Too serious. Too intense for a first message.

      I stared at the screen for another thirty seconds. Then I typed, quickly, before I could overthink it:

      
        
          
            
              
        Your profile says you hate liars. Good. I'm about to be the most honest person you've ever met.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at it. It was confident without being arrogant. It referenced her bio without being desperate. It promised honesty while currently being a lie. It was perfect in the worst way. I hit send before my conscience could stop me.

      The message showed as delivered. Then read. She was online. Right now. At 2:19 AM Dubai time, which meant it was... I did the math... 2:19 PM in Seattle. Thursday afternoon. She was probably at work. At the job I was going to eliminate.

      Three dots appeared. She was typing. My heart rate picked up. Actual acceleration. When was the last time I'd been nervous about a text message? When was the last time I'd cared whether someone responded?

      Never. The answer was never. People always responded. Because I was Prince Konstantin, because my family had money, because saying yes to me was politically advantageous. No one had ever made me wait.

      The dots disappeared.

      My stomach dropped. She was going to ignore me. Or unmatch. Or⁠—

      The dots reappeared.

      Then:

      
        
          
            
              
        That's a low bar. But sure, impress me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed. Out loud. Alone in my hotel suite at 2:20 AM, I laughed at my phone like an idiot. She was perfect. Sharp. Funny. Not impressed by confidence or promises. Making me work for it.

      When was the last time someone had made me work for anything?

      I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fair. The bar for honesty is tragically low these days. Okay. Honesty round one: I'm in Seattle for work. The kind of work that makes me feel like a sellout. I'm staying in a corporate apartment with furniture that's trying very hard to look expensive and failing. And I haven't had a real conversation with anyone in three weeks because everyone I meet either wants something from me or is trying to sell me something.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at what I'd just written. That was... more honest than I'd intended. Significantly more honest. I'd basically just confessed that I was lonely and morally compromised and living in depressing corporate housing.

      To be clear: I wasn't actually in Seattle yet. I was in Dubai. But I was going to Seattle. In approximately six hours, if I could get my assistant to book the flight. So technically, future tense honesty. That counted, right?

      I should delete it. Rewrite it. Make it less pathetic. Instead, I hit send. The message delivered. Read almost instantly. Three dots. I waited.

      Her response came through:

      
        
          
            
              
        Honesty round one back at you: I didn't make this profile. My coworker did it as a 'favor' because she thinks I'm dying alone surrounded by cats. (I don't have cats. I have a 6-year-old son and a demanding job and a plant I keep forgetting to water.) I was about to delete this whole app when I saw your message.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read this three times. She had a kid. A son. Six years old. She was a single mother working for a company that was about to fire her, and some boundary-challenged coworker had decided to fix her love life without permission. And she was funny about it. Self-aware. Not bitter.

      I should unmatch. Right now. This was too complicated. Too many ways for this to go catastrophically wrong. I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        You have a kid?

      

      

      

      

      

      Neutral. Fact-gathering. Not committing either way. Her response was slower this time. I could see her typing, stopping, typing again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. His name is Mateo. He's with his dad this week 50/50 custody. If that's a dealbreaker, now's a good time to unmatch.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a defensiveness in that message. A preemptive strike. She'd been through this before—mentioned her kid and watched men disappear.

      I typed quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not a dealbreaker. Kids are proof you're capable of commitment and follow-through, which is more than I can say for most people on this app. What's the plant's name?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response was almost immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        The plant's name is Kevin. He's a succulent. I've killed three of his predecessors.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled again. Wider this time. Three dead Kevins. She was funny and honest and apparently terrible at keeping plants alive. This was the most charming conversation I'd had in months.

      
        
          
            
              
        RIP to the other Kevins. May they rest in potting soil.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent it. Then immediately worried it was too much. Too familiar. Too⁠—

      She sent back a laughing emoji.

      Then:

      
        
          
            
              
        What kind of work makes you feel like a sellout?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah. There it was. The question I couldn't answer honestly. I stared at my laptop screen. At the spreadsheet with her name on it. At the email recommending her division's closure. I could lie. Make something up. Say I was in consulting true for tech companies true doing market analysis technically true. Or I could tell her something real. Something that wouldn't reveal my identity but would give her the truth about who I was.

      I typed slowly.

      
        
          
            
              
        The kind where I make decisions that affect people's lives and livelihoods, and I'm not sure I'm making the right ones. I tell myself it's business, it's necessary, it's the smart move. But sometimes I look at the numbers and I wonder if 'smart' is the same thing as 'right.'

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send before I could delete it. That was too honest. Way too honest. She was going to think I was having some kind of existential crisis. I was having an existential crisis, but she didn't need to know that.

      The dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Her response.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm about to lose my job. My whole department is. Acquisition rumors, corporate restructuring, the usual. And I keep showing up every day and doing my best work anyway, even though I know it probably doesn't matter. So I guess we're both making questionable choices.

      

      

      

      

      

      I froze. She knew. She knew about the acquisition. She knew her job was in danger. And she was telling me, a stranger on a dating app, about it with this weary, dark humor that made my chest ache. I was the acquisition. I was the corporate restructuring. I was the reason she kept showing up to do work that probably didn't matter.

      I should tell her. Right now. I should confess. Instead, I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm sorry. That's terrible.

      

      

      

      

      

      Coward. I was a coward.

      
        
          
            
              
        It's corporate America. It happens.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Doesn't make it less terrible.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent it. Then sat back and stared at the conversation. This was wrong. All of this was wrong. I was lying to her. I was about to fire her. And I was sitting here at 2:30 AM having the most honest conversation I'd had in years with someone who had no idea who I actually was. I should stop. Delete the app. Send the shutdown authorization to my CFO and move on with my life.

      But then she sent.

      
        
          
            
              
        This might be forward, but would you want to meet? Coffee? Public place? You can leave anytime if I'm secretly a serial killer or boring, whichever is worse.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wait. She wanted to meet me. In person. Mina Alvarez, employee number 4782, the woman whose job I was about to eliminate, wanted to have coffee with Kane, the fake person I was pretending to be. This was the point where a smart person would say no. Would make an excuse. Would protect both of them from the inevitable disaster.

      I looked at the time. 2:33 AM. My flight to Seattle left in six hours. I was going to Seattle anyway. For the acquisition. For the site visit. For the shutdown announcement. This was just... efficient. Meeting her in person. Understanding the human cost of my decisions. Purely professional.

      I was lying to myself. I knew I was lying to myself. I was going to meet her because I wanted to. Because for the first time in years, someone had made me laugh. Someone had made me feel like a person instead of a title. I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Saturday morning? Pike Place Market? I'll bring pepper spray and low expectations.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wait. That was her message. I'd copied her message. I deleted it. Tried again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Perfect. 10 AM? And I promise I'm more interesting than I am dangerous.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response.

      
        
          
            
              
        That's what they all say.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fair. See you Saturday, Mina.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send. Then immediately called my assistant. He answered on the third ring, voice thick with sleep. “Your Highness? It's 2:30⁠—”

      “Book me on the next flight to Seattle. First class. Departing within six hours.”

      “Seattle? But the site visit isn't until next week⁠—”

      “Change of plans. I want to see the division before the announcement. On-the-ground research.”

      “Of course. Should I inform the Seattle office?”

      “No. I'll be going in quietly. Just book the flight and the corporate housing.”

      “Understood. Anything else?”

      I looked at my phone. At Mina's last message.

      “Yes. Find me something normal to wear. Jeans. T-shirt. Nothing with designer labels. I need to blend in.”

      Long pause. “Sir... are you feeling alright?”

      “Just do it. And have everything ready by 8 AM.”

      I hung up.

      My laptop pinged. Email from my CFO.

      Subject: URGENT - Seattle Division Final Numbers

      I opened it.

      Konstantin - The Seattle financials are in. It's worse than we thought. Q4 losses are 23% above projections. We need to expedite the shutdown. Board is requesting your signature on the closure authorization by end of week. Recommend announcing Monday to get ahead of any leaks. Let me know if you need the severance packages revised. -James

      I looked at my phone. At the dating app. At Mina's profile. Then at my laptop. At the spreadsheet. At her name on the termination list.

      I typed a response to my CFO:

      Book me on the next flight to Seattle. I'm doing this in person.

      His response was immediate. In person? The shutdown? That's not protocol. We can handle the announcement remotely.

      I typed.

      “Not the shutdown. The assessment. I want to see the division myself before we make the final call. I'll be there by Friday.”

      Long pause. Then: Understood. Should I prepare talking points for the site visit?

      No. I'm going in quietly. No announcement. I want to see how the division operates when they don't know I'm watching.

      Konstantin... what's going on?

      I looked at my phone again. Mina had sent one more message.

      
        
          
            
              
        For the record: I'm looking forward to Saturday. It's been a long time since I've looked forward to anything.

      

      

      

      

      

      I closed my laptop. Stood up. Walked to the window. Dubai glittered below me. Thousands of lights. Millions of people. All of them living their lives, making their choices, none of them my problem.

      But in Seattle, there was a woman named Mina who was about to lose her job. Who had a six-year-old son and three dead plants named Kevin. Who made me laugh at 2 AM. Who was looking forward to Saturday.

      Who had no idea that the man she'd just agreed to meet was the same man who was about to destroy her livelihood.

      I picked up my phone and typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me too. See you Saturday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send.

      Then I called my mother.

      She answered immediately. “Konstantin. It's the middle of the night.”

      “I'm going to Seattle. Postpone the Al-Thani dinner.”

      Silence. Then: “Seattle? The failing division? Why would you go there in person?”

      “Because I need to see it myself. Before I destroy thirty-seven people's careers, I want to look them in the eye.”

      “That's not how this works. You make the decision based on the numbers. You don't get emotionally involved.”

      “Maybe I should.”

      “Konstantin—”

      “I'll call you from Seattle.”

      I hung up.

      Then I looked at my phone one more time. At Mina's profile. At her smile. At the promise of Saturday morning coffee with a woman who hated liars. I was going to hell. But first, I was going to Seattle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Three hours of texting a stranger or: how I stopped doing actual work

          

          MINA

        

      

    

    
      It was 2 PM on Thursday and I was supposed to be reviewing Q4 metrics but instead I was having a full conversation with Kane about whether dinosaurs would've evolved to have good credit scores, and my coffee had gone cold twice.

      Twice.

      I'd gotten up to reheat it in the breakroom microwave, come back to my desk, gotten distracted by his response about T-Rexes having “terrible impulse control, definitely subprime borrowers,” and completely forgotten to drink it.

      Then I'd done it again. This was how I knew I was in trouble.

      I don't do this. I don't let strange men from apps take over my afternoon. I'm a professional adult woman with quarterly metrics to review and a division-wide budget meeting tomorrow that everyone knows is going to be a bloodbath.

      But Kane was different.

      That's what you always think, Mina. That's what you thought about Tyler, and he turned out to be “polyamorous” which was code for “cheating on three women simultaneously.” That's what you thought about Marcus, and he ghosted after you mentioned you had a kid. Different is just another word for disaster you haven't identified yet.

      My phone buzzed. I grabbed it before I could pretend I had self-control.

      
        
          
            
              
        Serious question: if you could have dinner with any historical figure, who would you pick? And you can't say 'no one, I'd rather eat alone' because I can already tell that's your default answer.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed. Out loud. At my desk. Derek from analytics looked over. I turned the laugh into a cough. Tried to look professional. Failed.

      
        
          
            
              
        How did you know that was going to be my answer?

      

      

      

      

      

      I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Because you've mentioned being tired of people three times in the last hour. You're an introvert who's been forced to be extroverted for work. You recharge alone. Am I close?

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh.

      Oh, that was... accurate. Uncomfortably accurate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Terrifyingly close. Are you psychic or just observant?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Observant. And I relate. I spend 90% of my work life performing extroversion and the other 10% recovering from it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at my phone.

      He got it. He actually got it. The exhaustion of being “on” all the time. The performance of corporate professionalism. The way you had to be Extroverted Mina at work and then collapse into Actual Mina at home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Okay fine. Dinner with a historical figure: Mary Wollstonecraft. I want to ask her if she knew she was writing the blueprint for feminism or if she thought she was just being reasonable.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Solid choice. I'd pick Marcus Aurelius. I want to ask him if Stoicism actually made him happy or if he was just really good at pretending.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dark. I like it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You bring out my philosophical pessimism.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled at my phone like an idiot. Then I looked up and saw Brielle standing at my desk. Staring.

      “You're smiling at your phone,” she said. Loud enough that Derek definitely heard. “That's new.”

      I locked my screen. “I'm reading an article. About... marketing trends.”

      “Uh huh. What kind of marketing trends make you smile like that?”

      “Brielle.”

      “You're texting Kane, aren't you? Oh my god, you ARE. How's it going? Has he asked you out yet? Where are you meeting? Please tell me you're not meeting him at your apartment, that's how every true crime podcast starts⁠—”

      “Brielle.” I said it louder this time. Firm. The voice I used when Mateo was about to do something dangerous like climb the bookshelf. “Boundaries. Remember our conversation about boundaries?”

      She deflated slightly. “I'm just excited for you.”

      “I know. But this is my thing. Not the team's thing.”

      “Fine. But if you need advice⁠—”

      “I will not be asking for advice. Thank you.”

      She walked away. I waited until she was back at her desk before I unlocked my phone.

      Kane had sent another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Weird question but are you at work right now? You keep responding in bursts then going quiet. Either you're working or you're really bad at texting.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Working. Supposed to be reviewing metrics. Actually having an existential crisis about dinosaur credit scores. My boss would be thrilled.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Same. I'm supposed to be reviewing financials. Actually contemplating whether Marcus Aurelius was secretly miserable. My boss would also be thrilled.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitated. Then typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        What kind of financials?

      

      

      

      

      

      I was fishing. I knew I was fishing. But he'd said he was a consultant in Seattle for work that made him feel like a sellout. What if he was involved in our acquisition? What if⁠—

      No. That was paranoid. That was ridiculous. The odds of matching with someone involved in my specific workplace nightmare were astronomical.

      
        
          
            
              
        Boring ones. Numbers that tell me whether to recommend keeping something or letting it go. I hate this part of the job.

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach tightened.

      Keeping something or letting it go.

      That sounded like acquisition language. That sounded like⁠—

      
        
          
            
              
        What industry?

      

      

      

      

      

      Long pause. Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tech, mostly. Some retail. Some manufacturing. It varies. Can we talk about something else? Work is depressing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. Okay. Tech, retail, manufacturing. That was broad. That wasn't specific to my company. And he clearly didn't want to talk about it.

      But The Voice In My Head That Protects Me was whispering: He's being vague. He's dodging. What is he hiding?

      
        
          
            
              
        Fair. What do you want to talk about?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You. Tell me something I wouldn't learn from your dating profile.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at my screen. At his message. At the cursor blinking in the text field.

      Something he wouldn't learn from my profile. Something real.

      I typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        I'm terrified I'm raising my son wrong. He's six and he's perfect and I love him more than anything, but I'm doing this alone half the time and I have no idea if I'm screwing him up. My mom thinks I work too much. His dad thinks I'm too strict. And I lie awake at night wondering if he's going to need therapy because I forgot to pack the right snack for field trip day.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at what I'd just typed. That was... too much. Way too much. We'd been talking for three hours and I'd just dumped my deepest parenting anxiety on a man whose face I'd never seen clearly.

      I should delete it. I should⁠—

      I hit send. Because apparently I was a disaster who made terrible decisions on Thursday afternoons. The message showed as delivered. Read. Three dots appeared. I held my breath. This was it. This was the moment where he'd realize I was Too Much. Too intense. Too complicated. Too⁠—

      
        
          
            
              
        That's the most honest thing anyone's said to me in months. Thank you for trusting me with it. And for what it's worth: the fact that you're worried about screwing him up probably means you're not. The bad parents don't lose sleep over snacks.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh. Oh, he was, he was kind. Actually kind. Not “I'm being nice to get in your pants” kind. Just... genuinely kind. My eyes stung. Which was ridiculous. I wasn't going to cry over a text message from a stranger about parenting. I wasn't.

      
        
          
            
              
        You didn't run away screaming. That's a good sign.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I don't scare easily. Besides, you asked for something real. That was real.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your turn. Tell me something I wouldn't learn from YOUR profile.

      

      

      

      







OEBPS/images/rtx-1f440.png





OEBPS/images/break-hedera-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/rtx-1f525.png





OEBPS/images/rtx-1f495.png
| A





OEBPS/images/final-collage.jpg
Fowinm 1+
()BSESSION‘

Iu() ’
BU\(I)'

o
A

s more excusv 1o nids you membersip

FOUNDERS CIRCLE EXCLUSIVE
Unlimited access « Read now + Cancel anytime

JOIN FOUNDERS CIRCLE







OEBPS/images/book3.jpg
WRONG SWIPE « BOOK THREE
A 2

RWAL’S
SEREN DARK$

=
e

i ¥
One night. One lie. One prince off the grid.-—___





OEBPS/images/seo-rank-logo.jpg






