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Two Years Ago

I WAS WAITING TO CROSS the street, right in front of the Sinclair Consulting Holding building, when I noticed a man hurrying into a stationery shop. I don’t know why my eyes stayed on him—maybe it was the way he gestured as he spoke to the clerk, so meticulous he seemed to be drawing the words in the air. Something about him screamed impatience. The kind of customer any salesperson would rather avoid.

“I need a fountain pen with an extra-fine nib, classic model. Black with silver details, not gold.” He sounded like he was asking for something rarer than a unicorn.

The clerk, visibly flustered, just shook her head.

“We don’t have that exact one, but we just got in a very similar model.”

I sighed. I couldn’t help myself. It was stronger than me. Something about him pulled me in. Before I knew it, I’d entered the shop and butted in.

“If you want a fountain pen with an extra-fine nib and silver details, the one she’s offering won’t do. The ink will bleed on the first few pages. You’re looking for a Montblanc Meisterstück Classique, aren’t you?” I pointed toward the display case.

The man, who until then had seemed to own the world, looked at me with an indecipherable expression. It was impossible to tell if it was surprise or curiosity. A bit of both, maybe.

So I went on:

“My last boss used one. It’s perfect for important documents. If that’s what you need, it should be in the luxury display section. I’m always buying things in this shop—I can’t be without my Post-its and notepads. It makes me nervous not to have everything under control, written down by hand, you know, the old-fashioned way.” I let out a little laugh.

The clerk, disconcerted, scurried off to look for the pen. The customer, however, stood still for a moment, studying me as if I’d just solved a puzzle no one else could understand. His blue eyes didn’t blink, as though I were a paradox he needed to decipher.

“And you know all this... why?” he asked, in a tone that sounded more intrigued than ironic.

I shrugged.

“Details make all the difference. Especially with demanding people like you. Yeah, I couldn’t help but notice your clothes are impeccable, not a single hair out of place on your head, you’re clean-shaven, you’re wearing a subtle cologne with excellent staying power, and lastly, you knew exactly what kind of pen you wanted and I’m sure you wouldn’t settle for another.”

He was silent for a moment, then extended a business card.

“Send your résumé to this email. I need someone who pays attention to details.”

And that’s how I got an internship as the marketing manager’s assistant at Sinclair Consulting Holding. When Mr. Sinclair’s fourteenth assistant quit, I was moved up to the executive floor temporarily...

And I never left.

Sometimes I felt like I was living in a parallel world.
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Present Day

IT ALL STARTED WHEN my boss opened the wrong door and caught two employees kissing.

His icy glare blocked any chance of a hallway chat. The studied courtesy that was part of his minimal gestures—as if he were straining to interact with inferior earthlings from his soulless alien species—was replaced by a kind of reflective introspection that disconnected him from the other employees. And in this, he was democratic: he ignored all hierarchical levels of the company. But it wasn’t deliberate, I had to be fair; the thing was, Mr. Ethan Sinclair was hyper-focused on work. But not just his own. He was also focused on mine! And on the other employees’. For him, the company was one great human organism where every organ needed to function with precision.

Sinclair Consulting Holding paid well, offered excellent health and retirement plans, plus performance bonuses, transportation subsidies, extended maternity and paternity leave, and mental and physical wellness programs like gym access and psychological support. The company also subsidized meals in the building’s cafeteria and offered assistance for continuing education, solidifying its reputation as one of the best places to work in New York.

That morning, I was feeling all giddy, happy as a seagull shitting on human heads from the sky. I was wearing a knee-length wool coat that would take me two years to pay off; it was a cream-like shade, but lighter, though nowhere near white. My gorgeous coat was so beautiful I was afraid to get it dirty. I’d even decided to skip coffee to avoid the risk of spilling a single drop on it. I was attached to material things, because only now did I have the financial means to buy the occasional nicer item, nothing absurd. My salary was great, but I was in a country far from my homeland, and in neither place did I have a family to support me if I needed it.

The elevator doors opened, and I stepped out directly onto the executive floor.

I was surprised to see Mr. Sinclair’s office door closed; that was a rarity. On a normal day, he’d already be at his desk, typing emails on his laptop with orders and directives for directors and managers, sometimes for the assistants of directors and managers, for the cafeteria cook and the valet of the private parking lot. He was like a Swiss watchmaker, adjusting every gear in his universe with irritating precision. If he wasn’t keeping an eye on his own corporate fiefdom, he’d surely be answering emails, dodging charity dinners, invitations for journalistic interviews, or television appearances.

Ethan Sinclair was forty-five and looked like he’d stepped out of an English magazine editorial, with that light brown hair, short and naturally parted to the side. His blue eyes, sharp as blades, had the power to strip a person of their certainties in a matter of seconds. His face was angular, with well-defined cheekbones and a jaw that conveyed authority, while his straight, perfectly proportioned nose gave a touch of balance to that intimidating figure. He was the kind of boss who could make anyone lose sleep... and not just because of work.

One day I overheard that all this crankiness and excess formality was due to him being English—his father was too, and his mother was French. I remembered what I’d heard in the break room, that he’d left London against his will when his father retired and practically forced him to take his place as president.

I opened the windows and drew back the curtains of the spacious office, letting in the natural light. Since the day was cloudy, I had to turn on the lamps. A week of overcast weather, and I was already saturated, bordering on depression, missing the blue sky and the insane Brazilian summer.

I checked the coffee station, making sure there was water, capsules for coffee and tea available, plus clean cups placed in the right spots.

I quickly organized Mr. Sinclair’s desk, removing anything out of place or unnecessary. I adjusted the position of the chairs, leaving them perfectly aligned in front of his desk.

I looked back sadly at my little room, attached to his, with the floor covered in plastic and the walls unfinished. My office was undergoing renovations, and during the construction, I’d been accommodated in Mr. Sinclair’s office, more precisely in a corner, near a huge plant, hidden behind it.

I huffed, tossing the air conditioner remote onto the sofa as if I were at home. I immediately regretted it and scurried to put it back.

I sat up straight in my chair, lifted the lid of my laptop, and tried to concentrate on the day’s agenda. Every now and then, I’d glance at the empty desk a few meters away.

I was efficient, organized, and completely obsessed with my work. At twenty-five, that was all I had in my life. I couldn’t even have a dog or a cat. How would they be fed if I was barely home?

When he entered and made a move to take off the overcoat he wore over his dark gray suit, I stood up to help him, taking the long black wool coat and carrying it to the closet built into one of the walls, which blended with the elegant wood finish.

“Good morning, Mr. Sinclair,” I said over my shoulder, hearing him open the executive briefcase that, for God’s sake, no one else in the company used. CEOs deigned to walk around only with their iPhones, which held their entire lives inside.

“Good morning, Miss Paes. Actually, a terrible morning.”

“What?”

He turned to me quickly, his face an angry devil’s scowl, but his cheeks were flushed.

“I didn’t mean to wish you a terrible day, not at all. I mean, what I just witnessed has left me appalled by the primitive behavior of our employees.”

“Yours, isn’t that right, Mr. Sinclair?” Sometimes it was fun to give a little harmless jab.

Tensing his jaw in a gesture of discreet exasperation, he fixed his eyes on me, and as I plunged into the depths of a sea of sapphires, he grumbled in a raspy voice.

“Now is not the time for jokes, Miss Paes. What I have just witnessed is simply the beginning of chaos, the dark ages, and the moral collapse of SCH.”

Yes, he never said the company’s full name, but that wasn’t strange. What was truly strange was that there wasn’t a single piece of letterhead or any material where the abbreviation Sinclair Consulting Holding was used instead of just its initials.

And, yes, I drifted off to a silly part of the conversation, but this old-school side was too English in my view. Especially coming from someone who saw catastrophes in a glass cup that exploded on its own. That’s because he needed rational explanations for everything, to walk in a straight line, clean and airy things, metrics, paradigms, and highly detailed analyses. Nothing out of place. A cool head, no dilemmas, no emotional explosions. Regarding that, wow, he couldn’t stand complaints, laughter (let alone guffaws), untamed emotions—as he himself said, emotional excesses were disorders stemming from a low-level education. When I heard that, for God’s sake, I wanted to throw my stapler at his head.

“What happened?” I almost added a “now.”

He kept looking at me without turning away, and I tried to distract my head from the dirty thoughts I had about that grumpy Englishman. Two years serving His Majesty, and yet I still trembled from head to toe when looked at with such intensity. Why did such a beautiful, sexy, so damn manly, irritating, grumbling, hot, and controlling creature exist in the world?

Finally, he pursed his lips, pulled out his chair, and sat behind the desk, turning his back to me.

“I was distracted by my phone and went through the wrong door.” The pause was just for him to log into the system. “Then I caught two people going at it like animals.”

I brought my hand to my mouth to stifle a laugh.

“Sex? They were having sex?” I forced an air of disbelief, but it was more out of curiosity, like a gossipmonger wanting more gossip for her arsenal.

My boss turned his head toward me so fast it was as if I’d sworn. Eyebrows drawn together, a censuring look, jaw clenched.

“Of course not. How absurd! Do you think HR hires perverts?” His expression softened, except for his gaze. “The couple was kissing. Inside the storage room. And the two were clinging to each other like...” He looked back at me and seemed embarrassed. “I dare not describe the rest of the scene.”

“Do describe it, Mr. Sinclair,” I encouraged.

“There were so many arms and hands in so many places they looked like two octopuses tangled up.”

“What a situation,” I said, returning to my desk, disappointed with the direction of the conversation. When he came in talking about primitive behavior, the beginning of chaos, well, I’d imagined it was some sensational gossip. But it was all just heavy petting. I let out a sigh and rolled my eyes before typing the email.

“I do not tolerate this kind of behavior. Send an email to HR, demanding they send an email to all employees reaffirming the prohibition of inappropriate acts inside the company and on the company sidewalk. Or better yet, within the entire perimeter of the building.”

“Emails usually don’t work. Sometimes they become memes.”

“Memes? Are you using childish language now, Miss Paes?”

“No, no, a meme is internet language...” Oh, you’re too old to understand, I thought. “It would be more effective to have a lecture about good manners in the corporate environment. I can look for a professional in the field...”

“They fall asleep.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

“Please, don’t play innocent; you also fell asleep during the last lecture,” he said sarcastically, though he measured his tone so it wouldn’t sound superior.

“I already told you, Mr. Sinclair, I was absorbing the speaker’s words using my perfect hearing. At that moment, the sense of sight wasn’t important.”

“Uh-huh, you fell asleep, almost snored, made a strange noise, I had to elbow you to wake you up.”

It was my turn to blush.

It was incredible how he loved throwing my less brilliant moments in my face.

“Well, everyone has their own version of the facts.”

I shut up, seeing that Ethan Sinclair had disconnected from the conversation.

I sent the email to the HR manager, reporting the need to take action regarding what Mr. Sinclair had witnessed. The reply came immediately:

Dear Miss Paes,

Last year the Human Resources department developed an internal guide to good manners. The work was long, complicated, and exhausting. By the end of it, our department practically became a war zone; there was a clear division, a split, to tell the truth. One of our talents resigned and went to work for one of our competitors; another leaked the guide on a social network, and we entered the Trending Topics as the fascist guide. Mr. Sinclair was furious and scrapped the project.

Sincerely,

Sarah Mendes.

Sarah Mendes’s email glowed on my computer screen, her words carefully polished like a bomb warning wrapped in velvet. I was still deciding how to summarize that catastrophe when the discreet sound of a notification echoed from Mr. Sinclair’s laptop. His blue eyes landed on his own screen for an instant. I couldn’t see the content, but the way his fingers hesitated over the keyboard, an unusual micro-gesture, told me everything: HR had copied him. Probably with some comment like For the President’s Awareness.

The air in the office grew thick.

Mr. Sinclair did not turn red. He did not pound the desk. His face remained as still as a Victorian portrait, except for one detail: the jaw muscle that tensed for a second before being controlled, and that tiny twitch at the corner of his lips, as if he were holding a lemon between his teeth.

“It seems the Human Resources department has abdicated its own function,” he said, in a voice so soft it almost sounded like a weather observation.

His fingers began typing something on the keyboard, precise and deadly movements. I didn’t need to see the screen to know he was drafting a summary execution in the form of a corporate memo.

That’s when I opened my drawer and took out the plastic cup from the cafeteria, the same one I hid like contraband. I poured coffee into it with a deliberately loud clink.

He didn’t look up. He didn’t comment. But that damned twitch at the corner of his mouth deepened for a fraction of a second. My small victory.

Point for me, I thought, taking a long sip as I watched his aristocratic hands massacre the keyboard. The war was just beginning.
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“HOW LONG WILL YOU BE hiding behind that plant, Miss Paes? Please, call someone to help you with that pot.”

I tilted my head just enough for my face to become fully visible to him. The subject that interested me at the moment was Sarah’s email, not the fact that I had to submit to some random corner of the immense office.

“I’ll arrange to have the pot moved at a time when you’re not in the room.”

Of course, I wasn’t crazy or anything. Besides being cranky, he hated hearing irritating noises, like the scraping of a pot across the floor, for example. But this wasn’t limited to just the office. People who tapped their fingers on the table, who whistled (even to hail a cab), who kept their keyboard clicks on, who sighed frequently, who breathed loudly... and who were alive. Well, the last item was just a suspicion of mine, nothing confirmed.

“Indeed, I didn’t care for the direction the etiquette guide took, but I didn’t become a beast. Miss Mendes has a rather peculiar way with words. The truth is, I set the project aside, since everything settled down naturally. And the so-called lost talent wasn’t all that talented anyway,” he said, his voice serene, with a tone of haughtiness.

There was Ethan Sinclair in all his glory, placing himself in a superior position, with pride and a touch of disdain, yet still maintaining an air of solemn dignity.

“I see.” I lowered my head to my notebook, focusing on what I’d been doing before. Then I stopped and said, “So you’d prefer to leave it as is? After all, it was just a little kiss. I’ll tell Sarah to give the involved parties a warning and that’s that, life goes on.”

I saw him lean back in his chair and quickly ponder what I’d just said. He brought his hands together and held them before his lips, then stared at me.

“Yes, do that.”

But I knew there was more; it was just a matter of waiting, so I didn’t even bother to type the first sentence of the email to Sarah.

“On second thought, no one learned anything from the embarrassing experience of the first misconduct incident. On the contrary, the marketing department hired a PR firm to clean up the company’s image, which wasn’t even dirty... but internet users, as you know, influence how business is conducted these days. Which is absurd.”

He stopped in front of a bookshelf whose volumes were never moved. From where I sat, I saw him in profile. The suit was bespoke, tailored for his athletic frame; you could see the line of his broad shoulders and the contour of the muscles in his forearms.

Then he turned to me, and I quickly shifted my gaze to meet his.

“All the more reason to forget this kissing incident.”

“No, Miss Paes, all the more reason to nip the evil in the bud. If this sort of problem keeps repeating itself, it’s because I haven’t done enough to stop it.”

“But what happened the first time?” I asked, curious. It was incredible how gossip never reached the executive floor. And since I was The Boss’s Wall, no one told me anything.

“Two employees decided to date. As if the workplace were a venue for romantic relationships. Impulsive and foolish. I only didn’t fire them because, fortunately, they decided to break it off, sparing me from having to explain to the press why I dismissed two competent employees for sentimental reasons.”

“They broke up?”

“Of course. It’s a very practical resolution: either the job or the sentimental issue,” he said, with the utmost nonchalance.

“But that’s so cruel... I mean, if they were in love.” I was appalled by his insensitivity.

“If they were truly in love, they wouldn’t have accepted my proposal. Doesn’t that seem logical to you?” He turned his whole body toward me, his eyes fixed on my face, his expression serious and obstinate.

Yes, he wanted an answer.

“I don’t understand love, only betrayal and resentment.”

“And who’s talking about love?” He arched an eyebrow with irony. “The subject here is rule-breaking.”

“Right. So why not draft a guide to... Okay, ‘guide’ isn’t a good word, it’s already been canceled once.” I gave a slight cough to buy time while I gathered my thoughts. “A manual on how not to date in the office, drafted by the employees themselves, you know, it might work. Something like letting them create the rules, participate actively in the project, so they’ll accept it better.”

“Interesting.” He came over to my desk, and I thought he might congratulate me with a handshake or some other touch, though he never touched me. “Please stand up.” For a moment, I imagined he might hug me. He never hugged anyone.

I held my breath and leaned forward, arms extended. His scent enveloped my senses, notes of cedar and something forbidden I should never associate with him. Of course, because he never changed his cologne, his haircut, his style of clothes, or his shoe model.

I felt the emptiness as he bent slightly toward the potted plant, and I embraced the air. The noise of porcelain scraping against the floor was softer than the sound of my blood rushing to my face. I straightened up before the humiliation could deepen.

“Sorted,” he said, proud of the job done, almost allowing himself a smile.

In my first few months working for him, I once caught myself wondering if Mr. Sinclair wasn’t a robot with synthetic human skin, created by a tech company to be tested in corporate environments.

That night, I dreamed of a blue-eyed robot that devoured me alive. And I woke with my heart pounding, unsure if it was a nightmare or a desire.
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I HEARD THE WOMEN’S shouts from a distance. First, just one shrill, possessed voice. I was stepping out of the elevator with Mr. Sinclair. I glanced sideways to gauge his reaction, but he seemed deafened by something on his phone. There was no way he couldn’t hear whatever was happening at the reception desk. I caught myself wondering if my boss might have some neurological or psychological issue that made him so easily absent from the reality around him. Yes, I was exaggerating. After all, he was focused on his phone—that was his reality at that moment; he didn’t seem absent. I suppose the word for that detached manner is: excessive concentration. He focused so intently on what he was doing that he tuned everything else out.

But when we left the elevator bank and the shouting grew louder, he lifted his head and frowned.

“Is the security guard grabbing that woman? Could that, by any chance, be classified as harassment, Miss Paes? Americans love lawsuits, you see. Please find a way for us to avoid that kind of shit.”

Mr. Sinclair’s empathy was like a Ming vase: rare, fragile, and probably fake.

Then we clearly heard the woman bellow.

“LET ME THROUGH, YOU SON OF A BITCH! I WANT TO TEAR THAT MISERABLE BASTARD A NEW ONE! HE COMES HERE TO WORK, LEAVES HIS KID AT HOME, JUST TO GO AROUND KISSING IN THE COMPANY HALLWAYS. WHAT KIND OF SHITHOLE IS THIS? A BROTHEL? I THOUGHT THIS WAS A SERIOUS EUROPEAN COMPANY, FULL OF STUFFY PEOPLE, BUT YOU’RE ALL JUST A BUNCH OF LIBERTINES... JAMAR, LET ME GO, I KNOW YOUR WIFE, AND MARY LEE WILL COME FROM TEXAS TO RIP YOUR BALLS OFF IF SHE CATCHES YOU GRABBING ME IN THIS DEN OF SIN! AHHHHHH—” She turned toward us, but her rage-filled eyes were fixed on my boss, thank God! “—YOU PERVERTED ENGLISHMAN! COLONIZER WHO BROUGHT DISEASE TO OUR LAND... THE DISEASE OF SIIIIIN.”
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