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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, emotional abuse, coercive control, stalking, surveillance, dissociative episodes, suicide (off-page), trauma responses, codependency, and morally ambiguous relationships. Reader discretion is advised.

The most dangerous person in any room is the one who believes they cannot be deceived. They have already done half the deceiver’s work.

— Margaux Leland, The Architecture of Ruin

For the ones who stayed too long and called it something else.
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The File

The file is open on my laptop and the apartment is dark and the clock on the microwave says 3:07 a.m. and none of this is an accident.

I chose this hour the way I choose everything—deliberately, with full awareness of what the data suggests. Three in the morning is when the prefrontal cortex operates at its lowest efficiency. Decision-making degrades. Emotional regulation falters. The rational mind, exhausted from a full day of performing competence, finally loosens its grip on the parts of us we’d rather not examine.

I know this because I am a data analyst. I build predictive models for a living. I find patterns in noise, signals in chaos, the hidden architecture beneath what looks like randomness. I am very, very good at my job.

I also know this because I have been studying a man for nine months, and the file in front of me—847 entries, timestamped, cross-referenced, organized by category and confidence level—is either the most impressive piece of amateur behavioral analysis ever assembled, or it is the diary of a woman who lost herself so gradually she documented every step of the descent and mistook it for science.

Let me tell you about the man I loved.

No. Let me start again. Precision matters.

Let me tell you about the man I studied. His name is Wes Chandler. He is thirty-five years old. He has a slow-building smile that arrives like a concession, as if he’s allowing you to see something he normally keeps private. He tilts his head slightly to the right before he tells a lie, which he does with the fluency of someone who learned language and deception simultaneously. He claims to work in brand consulting for wellness startups. He lives in a rented bungalow in Ocean Beach with furniture that suggests a man unburdened by material attachment, which is itself a material choice. He smells like salt and cedar and something warmer underneath that I have never been able to identify or replicate or, God help me, forget.

Entry number one in my file, dated nine months ago: Subject displays three behavioral inconsistencies within the first twenty minutes of contact. Inconsistency does not necessarily indicate deception, but the clustering suggests rehearsed narrative rather than organic conversation. Recommend continued observation.

Recommend continued observation. That’s what I wrote. Like I was filing a quarterly report. Like the man across the bar with the slow smile and the lying eyes was a dataset, not a person. Like I wasn’t already leaning in when he spoke, already cataloging the specific timbre of his voice so I could replay it later in the dark of my bedroom and tell myself I was analyzing it.

Here’s what I want you to understand: I saw it. All of it. From the beginning.

The lies. The micro-expressions that flickered across his face a half-second before the mask resettled. The way he answered questions with questions, redirecting attention with the precision of a stage magician. The phone he angled away when texts arrived. The gaps in his stories that closed and reopened like breathing. I saw every red flag, every warning sign, every flashing neon indicator that the man in my bed was performing a version of himself that had been specifically, meticulously calibrated for me.

I caught him in his first real lie on our third date. He told me he’d spent the afternoon working from home. His shoes were sandy. Not beach-walk sandy—parking-lot sandy, the fine gritty dust of a specific lot I recognized near the marina in Point Loma. A small lie. Meaningless, probably. People lie about how they spend their afternoons. It doesn’t make them dangerous.

But I felt it. The catch. The tiny, electric satisfaction of seeing through the surface to the mechanism underneath. I went home that night and opened a new folder on my laptop. I named it Project Atlas. I typed my first entry and I felt—this is the part I need you to hear—I felt relief. The relief of a woman who has finally found something worth her particular, exhausting, relentless form of attention.

My mother was a woman who could not see patterns. She lurched through her life governed by moods she couldn’t predict and impulses she couldn’t name, and she dragged everyone around her into the chaos like a riptide. Bipolar, undiagnosed until it was too late to matter. I spent my childhood as her weather station—reading the pressure, tracking the systems, predicting the storms. By the time I was twelve, I could tell you within an hour when she’d swing from manic energy to the flat gray silence that meant don’t come home after school today.

I learned to read people the way other children learn to read books. Out of necessity. Out of survival. And when I grew up and left that house, I took the skill with me, and I built a career on it, and I told myself it was a gift.

Wes Chandler was the first person I’d ever met who made the gift feel like a weapon pointed at my own head.

Because here’s the thing they don’t tell you about being able to see through people: you can see the lie and still feel the truth it’s wrapped around. You can know—know with the certainty of someone who has cataloged 847 data points across nine months—that a man is deceiving you, and your body can still respond to him like he’s the safest place in the room. The analytical mind and the animal mind are not the same mind. They don’t talk to each other as often as we’d like to believe.

So I stayed.

Not because I was blind. I’d like that on the record. Not because I was weak, or dependent, or any of the words people use for women who don’t leave when the leaving is obvious. I stayed because I had a plan. I was building something—a complete map of his deception, every strategy cataloged, every tactic identified, every pattern traced to its origin. I was going to understand the entire system. Not for the police. Not for a lawyer. For me. To prove that I could see it all, hold it all, and remain standing.

That was my plan. And it was, in its own way, a kind of lie.

I told myself I was the scientist. He was the subject. I told myself the dossier was evidence of my power. I told myself that understanding the danger was the same as being protected from it.

Nine months later, sitting in the dark at 3:07 a.m., with the file open and the cursor blinking at the end of entry 847, I can tell you exactly how many times Wes Chandler lied to me. I can tell you the dates, the contexts, the probable motivations. I can tell you which lies were strategic and which were reflexive. I can map his entire pattern with the confidence of someone who has done this professionally for eight years.

What I cannot tell you—what the file does not contain, what no amount of data can resolve—is the answer to the question that has kept me awake since Tuesday: Was I studying him, or was he studying me?

I knew he was lying. I stayed anyway. Not because I was weak. Because I had a plan.

That was my lie.
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The Pattern

There are two exits in the conference room at Halcyon Analytics. The main door, which opens onto the hallway leading to the elevators, and the emergency exit in the northwest corner, which leads to a stairwell that smells like industrial cleaning solution and deposits you in the parking garage on sublevel two. I know this because I counted them the first day I started working here, the way I count the exits in every room I enter, the way I have counted exits since I was eight years old and learned that the fastest route out of any situation is the one you identify before you need it.

Today is a Tuesday. I am standing at the front of the conference room presenting a predictive churn model I built for Veridian Financial, one of our larger clients, and I am performing the version of myself that this room requires: competent, precise, unhurried. My slides are clean. My data is irrefutable. The client’s VP of customer retention—a man named Garrett Howe who crosses his arms when he’s uncomfortable and touches his tie when he wants to appear authoritative—is nodding in the way people nod when they don’t fully understand what they’re seeing but are impressed by the confidence with which it’s being shown to them.

“The model identifies three primary risk factors for account attrition,” I say, clicking to the next slide. “Decreasing login frequency, declining support ticket resolution satisfaction, and—this is the one your team hasn’t been tracking—the ratio of feature adoption in the first ninety days relative to contract value. Clients who adopt less than forty percent of available features within that window have a seventy-three percent likelihood of churning before renewal.”

Garrett Howe touches his tie. “That’s very specific.”

“Data tends to be.”

My boss, Raymond Chen, gives me a look from the corner of the table. The look says: be less sharp. The look says: they’re paying us a lot of money and Garrett Howe has a fragile ego. I receive the look, acknowledge it internally, and do not adjust. Raymond hired me because I am precise, because I see things other analysts miss, because my models have a prediction accuracy rate that made the San Diego Business Journal write a paragraph about Halcyon’s “data-driven competitive edge.” He does not get to hire me for my mind and then ask me to soften it for a man who touches his tie when he’s outmatched.

The meeting ends well. Handshakes, promises to review, the performative scheduling of a follow-up. I gather my laptop and walk back to my desk through the open-plan office, past the rows of analysts in their noise-canceling headphones, past the espresso machine that Raymond imported from Milan and considers a personality trait, past the window that faces east toward the harbor where the light hits the water at this hour in a way I have noticed exactly 312 times and cataloged exactly zero.

I don’t catalog beauty. I catalog behavior.

My phone buzzes as I sit down. Tessa: drinks tonight? my shift got moved to tomorrow.

I type back: Yes. Usual place. 7.

Tessa Yoon has been my closest friend for four years, since we met at a mutual friend’s birthday party where I spent most of the evening calculating how long I needed to stay before leaving would be socially acceptable (ninety minutes, it turns out, if you speak to at least four people and laugh at least twice) and Tessa spent most of the evening telling me I looked like I’d rather be anywhere else. She was right. She was also the only person in the room who said it to my face instead of whispering it to someone else, and I respected that the way I respect anyone who dispenses with the performance of politeness in favor of direct observation.

Tessa is an ER nurse at UC San Diego Health. She works nights more often than days, which means our friendship exists primarily in the margins—early dinners, late-morning coffees, texts sent during the hours most people sleep. She is warm where I am measured. Open where I am strategic. She chews on her lower lip when she’s deciding whether to say something honest, and I watch for this the way I watch for any tell: automatically, compulsively, without conscious decision.

I watch everyone. It’s not personal. It’s structural.

At 7 p.m. I am sitting across from Tessa at a corner table at the Lamplighter, a bar in North Park that we chose three years ago because the lighting is low enough to feel intimate but bright enough to read a menu, and because the bartender, a woman named Dee, remembers our drinks and does not attempt conversation beyond the delivery of them. I appreciate efficiency in all its forms.

Tessa has cut her hair since I last saw her. Short, blunt, just below her chin. She cut it after her last breakup—a pattern I’ve observed across three relationships, though I’ve never mentioned it because pointing out someone’s patterns is one of those things people say they appreciate and then quietly resent you for.

“You look tired,” Tessa says.

“I look exactly the same as I always look.”

“That’s what I mean. You look tired in a way that’s trying not to look tired. Which means something is keeping you up and you don’t want to talk about it.” She sips her wine. “So let’s talk about it.”

I consider deflecting. I consider telling her about the Veridian presentation, about Raymond’s imported espresso machine, about the way Garrett Howe’s tie-touching revealed more about his management style than his entire quarterly report. But Tessa didn’t ask about my day. She asked about the thing I’m not saying.

“I’m seeing someone,” I say.

Tessa’s eyebrows lift. This is notable. I don’t date often. I date the way I do everything else: with criteria, with evaluation periods, with exit strategies mapped before the first kiss. My last relationship—a financial advisor named Derek who was kind and consistent and so transparent that being with him felt like reading the same page of a book over and over—ended eight months ago when I told him I didn’t feel anything and he told me that was the problem.

He wasn’t wrong.

“For how long?” Tessa asks.

“Six weeks.”

“Six weeks and you’re just telling me now?”

“I was collecting data.”

Tessa stares at me. Then she laughs—the real one, not the polite one. I know the difference because I’ve been tracking both since the night we met. Her real laugh tilts her whole body to the left. The polite one stays centered.

“You were collecting data,” she repeats. “On a man you’re sleeping with.”

“Who said I’m sleeping with him?”

“You look tired and you don’t look unhappy about it. That’s either very good sleep deprivation or very good sex.” She leans forward. “What’s his name?”

“Wes. Wes Chandler.”

I tell her the surface version. That he’s thirty-five. That he works in brand consulting. That we met at a bar in the Gaslamp Quarter six weeks ago and he was charming in a way that felt deliberate, which I recognize should have been a warning sign but instead felt like a conversation in a language I actually speak. I tell her he’s good-looking and attentive and that he remembers things I say in a way that feels less like listening and more like recording.

I do not tell her about Project Atlas.

I do not tell her that the man I’m sleeping with is a liar. That I identified the lying within three dates and that instead of leaving, I opened a spreadsheet. That the spreadsheet now contains fifty-seven entries across six categories—verbal inconsistencies, behavioral patterns, emotional calibration techniques, financial anomalies, social engineering indicators, and a category I’ve labeled simply other, which is where I put the things I’ve noticed that don’t fit anywhere else. The way he looks at me sometimes when he thinks I’m not watching. The way his hands go still—completely, unnaturally still—in the seconds before he says something tender. The fact that his tenderness is preceded by stillness, which means it is preceded by decision, which means it is not tenderness at all but the performance of it.

Except.

Except that my body doesn’t parse the difference. Except that when his hands go still and then reach for me, the analytical part of my brain fires its warning and the rest of me ignores it with a thoroughness that would be impressive if it weren’t so alarming.

I don’t tell Tessa any of this. Not yet. Not until I have more data. Not until I understand the full architecture.

“He sounds nice,” Tessa says, watching me.

“He’s very nice.”

She chews her lower lip. There it is. The tell. She’s about to say something honest.

“You said that the way you’d describe a predictive model. Accurate, but not particularly warm.” She tilts her head. “Do you like him?”

“I find him interesting.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

No. It isn’t.

I finish my drink and walk home through North Park, past the taco shops and the vintage stores and the mural of a woman with wildflowers growing from her skull that I pass every night without looking at, because I don’t catalog beauty, I catalog behavior, and murals don’t behave. My apartment building is a three-story box on a street lined with jacaranda trees that drop purple blossoms on the sidewalk every May, which means I spend three weeks per year tracking petals into my apartment on the soles of my shoes and the rest of the year in a state of relative order. I take the stairs. Third floor. East-facing. The morning light hits my desk at 7:14 a.m. and I chose this apartment for that precision, the way I choose everything.

Inside, I set my bag on the counter, fill a glass of water, drink it standing at the kitchen sink. The faucet drips. It has dripped since I moved in. I could call maintenance. I don’t. I’m not sure why. Some problems are too small to fix and too persistent to ignore, and I’ve learned to live alongside them the way you learn to live alongside anything—by incorporating the disruption into your pattern until it becomes part of the pattern itself.

I sit at my desk. Open my laptop. Navigate to the encrypted partition. Enter the password: a seventeen-character string that includes Cyrillic characters and a mathematical constant, because I am not a woman who half-measures her security.

Project Atlas opens. Fifty-seven entries as of this morning. I scroll to the bottom and start a new one.

Entry 58. Tuesday. Subject displayed normative behavior during dinner Saturday (see entry 54). No observable inconsistencies in stated plans for the weekend. However: subject referenced a restaurant in La Jolla during conversation (“that place on Prospect Street with the bad acoustics”) despite having previously stated he “rarely goes to La Jolla.” Minor inconsistency. Possible explanation: subject has visited La Jolla more recently or frequently than stated. Cross-reference with entry 41 (subject’s unexplained Tuesday evening absence) for potential geographic correlation.

I type this and I feel it—the relief. The same relief I felt the night I created this file. The relief of a woman whose brain was built for pattern recognition finally finding a pattern worth the effort. Wes Chandler is a puzzle, and I have never met a puzzle I couldn’t solve, and the solving is the only thing that has ever made the constant, exhausting vigilance of my particular mind feel like a gift instead of a sentence.

I close the laptop. Brush my teeth. Get into bed. Lie in the dark and listen to the faucet drip and think about the way Wes said “that place on Prospect Street”—casually, offhandedly, a man who doesn’t monitor his own words the way I monitor them. The way most people don’t. The way I can’t stop.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand. Wes: Thinking about you. That’s all. Just thinking about you.

I read the text three times. My thumb taps against my ring finger—a rapid, rhythmic tic I don’t notice. I set the phone face-down and close my eyes.

Subject: Wesley James Chandler. Status: Under observation. Initial assessment, revised: He is exactly what I’ve been looking for.

I don’t examine what that means. Not tonight.
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Chapter Two
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First Contact

Six weeks earlier.

The bar is called the Reverie. It occupies the ground floor of a converted warehouse in the Gaslamp Quarter, the kind of place that wants you to believe it was discovered rather than designed—exposed brick, Edison bulbs, a cocktail menu that uses words like “deconstructed” and “artisanal” without apparent irony. I am here because Tessa was supposed to meet me an hour ago and texted twenty minutes in to say she picked up an extra shift. I stayed because the bartender makes a competent old-fashioned and because I’d already ordered food and there are few things I find more pointless than wasting a meal.

I am sitting at the bar, alone, eating shishito peppers, and reading a quarterly earnings report on my phone. I am not looking for company. I am rarely looking for company. Company requires performance, and I have a limited daily supply.

He sits down two stools to my left. I notice him the way I notice anyone who enters my peripheral vision: automatically, a threat assessment disguised as a glance. Tall. Lean. Sun-darkened skin that suggests time outdoors rather than a tanning salon. A jaw that’s a fraction too angular, like someone designed his face with a ruler and then decided to make one measurement reckless. He’s wearing a white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms in a way that looks effortless and probably took three attempts in a mirror.

He orders a beer. Local IPA. He says something to the bartender—“How’s the new keg treating you, Dee?”—and the bartender laughs and says, “Better than the last one.”

Dee. He knows her name. I’ve been coming here for two years and I know her name. He just sat down.

First inconsistency.

I don’t look up from my phone. I eat another pepper. I wait.

He waits too. That’s interesting. Most men who sit near a woman alone at a bar will initiate within ninety seconds—a comment about the drink, a question about the food, the standard opening gambits of a species that mistakes proximity for invitation. He doesn’t. He drinks his beer. He scrolls through his own phone. He occupies his space with the confidence of someone who has learned that stillness is more magnetic than pursuit.

Four minutes pass. Then he looks over. Not at me—at my phone screen.

“Is that the ClearVista earnings report?” he asks.

I look up. His face is neutral, curious, a man making conversation about the thing in front of him rather than reaching for a line. It is perfectly calibrated. I note this.

“Yes,” I say.

“Their churn numbers are a disaster.” He takes a sip of his beer. “Fourteen percent quarterly, and they’re still reporting it as a ‘seasonal adjustment.’ If I were their brand team, I’d be updating my resume.”

Second inconsistency. He’s a stranger at a bar who just casually identified a specific SaaS company from a glance at my phone screen and cited their churn rate from memory. Either he works in the industry, or he prepared for this conversation.

“You work in SaaS?” I ask.

“Brand consulting. Mostly wellness startups, but I keep an eye on the broader market.” He extends his hand. The motion is smooth, confident, a half-second slower than most people’s handshakes—which gives it weight. “Wes.”

“Monroe.”

“Monroe.” He repeats my name like he’s placing it somewhere specific in his mind. Not tasting it—filing it. “What do you do with ClearVista’s embarrassing churn numbers at”—he checks an invisible watch, though he’s wearing a real one—“eight forty-five on a Friday night?”

“I’m a data analyst. I study how companies lose customers. I build models that predict it before it happens.”

His eyebrows shift. A micro-expression I can’t classify—not surprise, not admiration, something between recognition and assessment. It lasts less than a second.

“You predict when people are going to leave,” he says.

“Yes.”

“That’s an unusual skill. Are you good at it?”

“Exceptionally.”

He smiles. And this is the thing I will think about later, alone in my apartment, replaying the conversation with the obsessive precision of a woman who has made a career of noticing: the smile doesn’t arrive all at once. It builds. It starts at the left corner of his mouth and travels, unhurried, across his face, and by the time it reaches his eyes, it has transformed from amusement into something that looks—and I am aware of how this sounds—like wonder. Like he has stumbled upon a rare thing and is taking a moment to appreciate it before it disappears.

The smile is a weapon. I recognize this. I catalog it. Entry 1, Category: Emotional Calibration Techniques. Subject displays a controlled, incrementally deployed smile designed to create the experience of being uniquely perceived. Highly effective.

And highly effective on me. I hate this. I also don’t leave.

We talk for two hours. The conversation is unlike any I’ve had—not because of the content, which ranges from SaaS metrics to San Diego’s microclimates to the neurological basis of pattern recognition (he brings this up; I don’t), but because of the structure. Most conversations are sequential: one person speaks, the other responds, back and forth like a tennis match. This one is layered. He says something that references something I said twelve minutes ago, weaving earlier threads into new fabric. He asks follow-up questions that aren’t the obvious follow-up questions—they’re the questions that suggest he’s not just hearing my words but modeling my thinking.

I find this thrilling. I also find it suspicious.

Third inconsistency: he tells me he just moved to San Diego from Portland three months ago. “Still learning the neighborhoods,” he says. But he knew the bartender’s name. He ordered without looking at the drink menu. And when he describes his bungalow in Ocean Beach, he mentions a taco shop “three blocks south on Voltaire” with the specificity of someone who has counted those blocks many times, not someone still orienting himself in a new city.

He is performing newness. I wonder why.

At 11 p.m., I tell him I need to go. He doesn’t protest. He doesn’t ask for my number. He says, “It was good to meet you, Monroe,” and uses my name in a way that implies he’s been thinking it the entire conversation, holding it, deciding what to do with it. I leave. I walk two blocks before I realize I’m smiling, and the realization annoys me enough that I stop.

In the Uber home, I open my phone and search: Wes Chandler brand consultant San Diego. Limited results. A sparse LinkedIn with a professional headshot that doesn’t match the casual man at the bar. A defunct website for something called “Chandler Creative” with a portfolio that looks thin. An Instagram set to private.

Not much. For a man whose job is branding, his own brand is remarkably unbuilt. This is either modesty or architecture.

At home, I sit at my desk. I don’t open a file. Not yet. I sit with the data I’ve collected—three inconsistencies in twenty minutes, a smile that builds like a controlled detonation, a conversation structured to make me feel like the most interesting person in the room—and I wait for the analytical part of my brain to tell me what to do.

It tells me nothing. The analytical part of my brain is, for the first time in years, quiet.

The other part—the part that noticed the way his forearms looked in rolled sleeves, the part that tracked his voice dropping half a register when he said my name, the part that is not data and not pattern and not safe—that part is wide awake.

I go to bed without deciding anything. This is unusual. I decide everything.

*  *  *
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HE TEXTS THREE DAYS later. Tuesday morning, 10:47 a.m. Precisely the window in which a text feels considered but not desperate—long enough to suggest a life full of other things, short enough to indicate genuine interest. The timing is, like everything about Wes Chandler, exactly right.

The text reads: You mentioned Friday night that ClearVista’s real problem isn’t churn but the narrative they’ve built around it. Been thinking about that. I think you’re right—the story a company tells about its losses shapes the losses themselves. Wanted to say thanks for the best conversation I’ve had since moving here. No agenda. Just wanted you to know.

I read the text four times. I dissect it the way I’d dissect a dataset.

First: he referenced a specific comment I made twelve minutes into our conversation. Not a compliment about my appearance. Not a joke we shared. A substantive point about corporate narrative strategy. This is targeted. He identified the thing I would be most gratified to have remembered—my professional insight—and mirrored it back.

Second: “No agenda. Just wanted you to know.” This is a frame. By naming the absence of an agenda, he draws attention to it. It’s the conversational equivalent of a magician saying “Nothing in my hands”—the declaration itself makes you look.

Third: despite everything I’ve just analyzed, I want to text back. My fingers are already composing a response, and the response is warm, and the warmth is real, and this is the part I don’t know what to do with.

I text back: I’ve been thinking about it too. The narrative point, I mean. There’s a whole model in there about how companies construct the story of their own decline. Coffee sometime?

His response arrives in four minutes. Fast enough to mean he was waiting for it. Short enough to mean he’s disciplined about not showing that he was waiting for it.

I’d like that. Name the time.

Name the time. Not “when are you free.” Not “how about Saturday.” Name the time. He’s giving me control. Or performing the giving of control, which is itself a form of control so sophisticated that I sit at my desk at Halcyon Analytics and stare at my phone for a full minute, my thumb tapping against my ring finger in a rhythm I don’t register, trying to determine whether I’ve just been outmaneuvered or invited.

I text back. I name the time. I go back to work. I am distracted for the rest of the afternoon in a way that no dataset has ever managed, and when I get home that evening, I sit at my desk and I open a new folder on my laptop.

I name it Project Atlas.

I type the first entry: Subject: Wesley James Chandler. Age: 35 (stated; unverified). Occupation: Brand consultant (stated; evidence inconclusive). Location: Ocean Beach, San Diego (stated; confirmed via conversational geographic specificity). Initial contact: The Reverie, Gaslamp Quarter. Duration: approximately 2 hours. Inconsistencies observed: 3. Overall assessment: Subject displays a calibrated social presentation consistent with either exceptional interpersonal intelligence or practiced manipulation. Distinction unclear. Recommend continued observation.

I save the file. Encrypt the folder. Close the laptop.

I texted back. Not because I believed his performance. Because I wanted to see what he’d do for an encore.

That’s what I tell myself. That’s the first entry in a different dossier—the one I’m keeping on myself, though I don’t know it yet. The dossier of lies Monroe Fitch tells Monroe Fitch so she can sleep at night.
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Chapter Three
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Tells

Two months in, and I have cataloged seventeen distinct lies.

Not large lies—not yet. These are architectural lies, the scaffolding that holds the bigger structure in place. Small rearrangements of fact that would be invisible to someone who wasn’t looking. I am always looking.

Lie number four: he told me he doesn’t drink coffee. I watched him order a cortado at a cafe in Encinitas when he didn’t know I could see him. The lie itself is insignificant. The habit of lying is not.

Lie number eleven: he said he grew up in Phoenix. His driver’s license, which I photographed while he was in the shower last Tuesday, lists a Scottsdale address. Close enough to be a rounding error. Deliberate enough to be a pattern.

Lie number seventeen: he told me he’d never been to the restaurant where I found Celine’s receipt. The hostess knew him by name. I went back and asked.

I keep the catalog in Project Atlas. Each entry follows a format I designed: date, context, specific statement, contradictory evidence, assessed purpose, confidence level. I rate my confidence on a scale from 1 to 5. I have never given a rating below 3. The data is clean. The data is always clean. It’s the interpretation that gets complicated.

Because here is the thing I have not written in the dossier, the variable I have not assigned a column: I am in love with him. Or I am in something with him. Something that functions like love in the way that a flight simulator functions like flying—all the sensory inputs are correct, the turbulence feels real, but somewhere in the back of your mind you know the ground isn’t actually coming toward you.

I don’t write this down because writing it down would require categorizing it, and I don’t have a category for a feeling that is simultaneously real and manufactured. My body doesn’t care about categories. My body responds to Wes with a consistency that would be impressive if it weren’t so inconvenient.

*  *  *
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IT’S A WEDNESDAY EVENING. He’s at my apartment, which is becoming routine—three, sometimes four nights a week. He has a toothbrush in my bathroom. His running shoes are by my door. These are the artifacts of integration, the material evidence of a relationship building itself around me like a house I didn’t remember commissioning.

I cook. Pasta with lemon and capers, because he mentioned once that his mother used to make it and the memory made him quiet in a way that seemed difficult to perform. Or maybe it was easy to perform and I wanted it to be difficult. The interpretive problem is recursive: I can’t separate what I see from what I want to see, and wanting to see clearly is itself a desire that contaminates the data.

Wes sits at my kitchen counter and tells me about a client meeting. A wellness brand that wants to pivot from supplements to “integrated biometric coaching.” He describes it with amused disdain—enough contempt to seem discerning, not enough to seem superior. His tone is pitched precisely to make me feel we are on the same side of a shared joke. I have noticed he does this. He creates tiny allegiances. Us versus them, even when “them” is a harmless supplement company.
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