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            Chapter One

          

          THE QUOTE THAT BROKE ME AND MY DIGNITY

          MAYA RIVERA

        

      

    

    
      The billing coordinator had kind eyes. I noticed them because I was staring very hard at her eyes instead of at the paper, she'd just slid across the table like it was a dinner menu and not a financial execution notice.

      “After insurance,” she said, in the gentle voice people use when they're about to ruin your life but feel moderately bad about it, “the total comes to one hundred and eighty thousand dollars.”

      I looked at the number. The number looked back. We had a moment.

      “That's …” I started, then stopped, because what was I going to say? That's more money than I've seen in my entire life. That's approximately nine years of teaching salary? That's the cost of a small house in a place where houses are reasonably priced, which Boston is not?

      “We have payment plans,” she continued, sliding another paper across. This one had a chart. The chart had numbers that would've been funny if they weren't describing the monthly cost of keeping my five-year-old son alive.

      I did the math in my head. It was a hazard of teaching first grade, where you spend half your day breaking things into manageable pieces for people who still think eleven comes after twenty. The payment plan would take approximately thirty-seven years, assuming I never ate, slept indoors, or paid for trivial things like electricity.

      “Thank you,” I heard myself say, in my teacher voice, the one that sounds calm, competent and like I have my life together. “I'll need to review this with my …” I stopped. My what? My financial advisor? My wealthy relatives? My secret trust fund?

      “Of course,” she said, still kind, still ruining me. “Take all the time you need.”

      The problem was that time was the one thing Mateo didn't have much of. Pulmonary hypertension doesn't care about payment plans.

      I drove home on autopilot, which was dangerous but also the only way I was getting home without pulling over to scream into my steering wheel. The February sky was doing that thing where it couldn't decide between grey and greyer. Boston in February. It was a city committed to making you earn spring.

      Mateo was at Delilah's. Delilah, my best friend since college, my emergency contact, my person who asked no questions when I texted can you grab M from school I have a thing. The thing had been a meeting with a billing coordinator who'd just explained, with charts, exactly how much my son's life was going to cost.

      I pulled into my parking spot, the one I paid extra for. A luxury I was going to have to reconsider along with other non-essential expenses like food and sanity. I sat in the car for a full minute doing absolutely nothing.

      Then I went inside, picked up Mateo from Delilah's apartment downstairs (she took one look at my face and mouthed later), and carried him upstairs even though he was getting too big to carry and I was going to feel it in my back tomorrow.

      “Mama,” he said, his face pressed into my shoulder, “Ms. Delilah said I could have two cookies because I was very good at waiting.”

      “Were you very good at waiting?”

      “I was extremely good at waiting. I waited so hard.”

      I unlocked our door and set him down in the hallway. Our apartment was small, clean, and full of picture books and dinosaur drawings. The chaos of a five-year-old who had opinions about everything. The medical equipment, the nebulizer, the pulse oximeter, and the pill organizer that looked like it belonged to someone's grandmother. It lived in the corner of the living room in a plastic bin. I'd tried to make it less depressing with dinosaur stickers.

      It hadn't worked.

      “Okay, T-Rex,” I said, using his favorite nickname, the one that made him roar every single time. “Bath, then stories, then bed.”

      “Three stories,” he countered, because he was five and had learned negotiation from watching me deal with his pre-K teacher about snack time.

      “Two stories.”

      “Three stories but one of them is short.”

      I looked at him. He looked back, solemn and certain, his dark hair sticking up in every direction, his face still round with the kind of baby fat that was taking its time leaving. He had my eyes, brown, serious when he was thinking, and his father's absolutely nothing, because his father was a one-night mistake I'd made seven years ago and then never heard from again.

      Mateo was the only good thing that had ever come from a bad decision.

      “Three stories,” I agreed. “But one of them is very short.”

      “Extremely short,” he said seriously, and went to run his bath.

      I made it through bath time. Made it through pajamas, the ones with the dinosaurs, because all his pajamas had dinosaurs. They were a gift from Delilah who'd taken his obsession and run with it. I made it through three stories: Where the Wild Things Are, Goodnight Moon, and a board book about trucks that technically counted as a story if you were generous about the definition.

      He fell asleep before I finished the truck book, his hand curled around his stuffed triceratops, his breathing even, steady and requiring more effort than it should.

      I sat on the edge of his bed and watched him breathe for longer than was probably healthy. Then I went to the kitchen. I poured myself a bowl of cereal, the dinner of champions, people who'd forgotten to grocery shopping, and sat on the kitchen floor with my laptop.

      The Panic was doing that thing again. That's what I called it, capital T, capital P: the feeling that lived in my chest and occasionally decided to throw a party. The Panic had opinions about medical bills. The Panic had feelings about the fact that I was a good teacher with a master's degree who still qualified for payment assistance at Mateo's preschool.

      I ate cereal. I opened my laptop. I typed: How to make fast money without dying.

      The results were not encouraging.

      I scrolled past the scams, the multi-level marketing schemes, the things that were illegal and only technically didn't say they were illegal. I scrolled until my eyes hurt, my cereal was gone, and I was seriously considering a bank robbery. I'd seen enough true crime documentaries to know I didn't have the temperament for it.

      Then I saw it.

      An ad. Targeted marketing at its finest, which meant my phone had been listening to my breakdown in the car.

      WRONG SWIPE: Where Unconventional Arrangements Meet Upfront Honesty

      
        
          
            
              
        FILTHY FEBRUARY PROMOTION: $20,000 cash bonus for verified participants completing premium 30-day companionship contracts.

      

      

      

      

      

      I clicked before my brain could catch up with my hand.

      The site was sleek. Professional. The kind of professional that made you think maybe this wasn't completely insane. There were testimonials, first names only, no photos. There were FAQs that answered questions I hadn't thought to ask. There was a verification process that looked more thorough than my background check for teaching.

      There, in a section labeled “Premium Tier Requirements,” was a bullet point that made me laugh out loud in my empty kitchen at eleven-thirty at night:

      
        
          
            
              
        • Verified first-time participants eligible for Filthy February bonus structure

      

      

      

      

      

      Verified first-time participants. They meant virgins. They were paying twenty thousand dollars for virgins. I sat with this information for approximately forty-five seconds. Then I laughed again, because what else was I going to do? I was a twenty-eight-year-old single mother with a master's degree and exactly one sexual partner in my entire life, Mateo's father. The one-night mistake, the man whose last name I'd never learned.

      I was, technically, qualified. The laugh died somewhere in my throat. Twenty thousand dollars. Mateo's surgery was one hundred and eighty thousand, but twenty thousand was a down payment. Twenty thousand was proof that I could do this, that I could make the payments, and that I wasn't going to have to choose between my son's life and our apartment.

      I clicked through to the application. It was long. Thorough. Wanted to know everything: employment, medical history, background check authorization, and references. There was a section for “Companionship Preferences and Boundaries” that had dropdown menus and text boxes. It made the whole thing feel somehow more and less legitimate at the same time.

      There was a verification process that was required. I scrolled down, feeling my face heat, medical documentation. They wanted proof. I sat on my kitchen floor and thought about dignity. About pride. About the fact that I'd spent nine years getting good at asking for help when I needed it, because that's what single mothers did. Maybe this was just a different kind of asking or maybe I’d completely lost my mind.

      I filled out the application. All of it. Employment: Elementary school teacher. Medical history: clean, boring, nothing interesting. Background check: Go ahead, you'll find nothing but parking tickets and overdue library books. References: I put down Delilah, who would kill me, and my principal, who would never know why someone was calling.

      Companionship preferences: I stared at the dropdown menus for a full five minutes. What did I want? Someone clean. Someone safe. Someone who understood that this was a transaction.  I was a professional and we were both adults making adult choices.

      I checked the boxes. I wrote paragraphs in text boxes that probably should've been single sentences. I got to the section labeled “Hobbies and Interests” and typed. Reading, especially children's literature. Bedtime stories. (For my son, not in a weird way.)

      Then I deleted the parenthetical.

      I put it back. If someone was going to judge me for clarifying, they could judge someone else.

      The verification process required a doctor's appointment. I could get one tomorrow, my doctor had evening hours, and I had sick days I never used because single mothers didn't get sick days, not really.

      I uploaded my ID and authorized the background check. I read the terms of service twice, which was two more times than most people read terms of service, but I was a woman about to sell something I'd never thought had any value, and I was going to read the fine print.

      The terms were clear: thirty days, compensation per session plus completion bonus, either party could terminate at any time, anonymity guaranteed, safety protocols in place.

      It looked legitimate. It looked insane. It looked like twenty thousand dollars. I clicked submit at 11:47 PM, and then I sat on my kitchen floor and stared at my laptop until the screen went dark.

      Somewhere down the hall, Mateo coughed in his sleep. Not a bad cough. Just a cough. Just his lungs doing what lungs do when they must work harder than they should.

      I closed my laptop.

      I'd done worse things for worse reasons. I'd made a child with a man whose last name I didn't know. I'd moved to Boston with a newborn and no family with a teaching job that barely covered the rent. I'd learned to ask for help, to accept food stamps, to smile at the billing coordinator who was very sorry, but the balance was still due.

      I could do this. I could absolutely do this. I picked up my phone and texted Delilah: I did something possibly insane. Will explain tomorrow.

      “Is it Illegal?”

      Me: No.

      Delilah: Is it Dangerous?

      Me: Probably not.

      Delilah: Maya Isabela Rivera I swear to God …

      I put my phone face-down on the counter and went to brush my teeth.

      In the mirror, I looked like exactly what I was. A tired woman in her late twenties with her hair in a bun, toothpaste on her chin, and the kind of fear in her eyes that came from loving someone more than you loved your own pride.

      I rinsed my mouth.

      I checked on Mateo one more time, he was still breathing, still asleep, and still perfect.

      Then I went to bed, stared at my ceiling, and thought I just signed up for a companionship service that's paying me to be a virgin.

      I thought: Mateo needs surgery.

      I thought I need a spine.

      I thought apparently everyone's getting something tonight.

      My phone buzzed on the nightstand. I picked it up.

      WRONG SWIPE: Application received. Verification appointment required within 48 hours. Check your email for details.

      I put the phone down. I did not sleep for a very long time.

      When I finally did, I dreamed about billing coordinators, dropdown menus and a number with so many zeros it didn't look real anymore.

      Somewhere in the dream, Mateo asked me why I was crying.

      I told him I wasn't. He told me I was a liar. Even in my dreams, my kid was smarter than me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THE LAST MAN WHO SHOULD WANT A BEDTIME STORY

          CORMAC O'ROURKE

        

      

    

    
      The coffee had stopped working somewhere around hour seventy.

      I stood at my kitchen counter, Italian marble, imported, the kind of expense that was supposed to mean something, and poured my sixth cup of coffee the day or maybe my seventh. I'd stopped counting around the same time I'd stopped sleeping, which had been four days ago, or five. Time did that thing it did when you didn't sleep. It stretched, compressed and generally stopped being reliable.

      The job in Providence had been clean. Two shots, both center mass, target down before he'd finished turning around. Professional. Efficient. The kind of work that paid well because most people couldn't do it and the people who could do it usually fucked it up.

      I didn't fuck it up.

      I'd filed the report to Declan O'Shea using the coded system we'd developed over fifteen years of working together. Declan, who ran the Irish operation in Boston with the kind of calculated brutality that made people think twice about crossing him. Declan, who'd pulled me out of a very different kind of violence when I was nineteen and taught me how to make it profitable.

      The report was three lines. Declan didn't need more than that.

      My phone sat on the counter next to the coffee pot. No messages. No calls. No work. Just the silence that came after a job, when your body was still running on adrenaline it no longer needed and your brain was trying to process things it had learned a long time ago not to process.

      I drank my coffee and looked at my apartment.

      Expensive. Clean. Empty in the way places are empty when no one lives in them. The furniture was designer, I'd hired someone to handle that, given them a budget, and instructions to make it look like a human lived here. They'd done their job. It looked exactly like a place where a human might live.

      It looked nothing like a place where I lived.

      The insomnia had started after Kabul, after Dublin or maybe it had always been there. I'd just gotten worse at ignoring it. I was four days awake. Five days. The nightmares were worse than the not-sleeping, so I'd chosen the not-sleeping, which was working great except for the part where I was standing in my kitchen at two in the afternoon drinking coffee and staring at my phone like it might suddenly develop opinions.

      The phone rang.

      I picked it up. “Yeah.”

      “You sound terrible.” Brigid Callahan's voice: Irish, matter of fact, the kind of blunt that came from a woman who'd spent thirty years in this life and had exactly zero patience left for bullshit. She was Declan's logistics coordinator. She was also the closest thing I had to family, which said something about my life that I tried not to examine.

      “I'm fine.”

      “You're not sleeping.”

      I said nothing. Brigid interpreted silence better than most people interpreted full conversations.

      “Four days?” she asked.

      “Five.”

      She made a noise that was somehow both sympathetic and judgmental. “Right. I'm coming over.”

      “Brigid …”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Put on a shirt.”

      She hung up.

      I looked down. I was wearing a shirt. She knew I was wearing a shirt. She just liked giving orders.

      I drank more coffee and waited.

      Brigid arrived in eighteen minutes carrying a bag from the Italian place I liked and a tablet I didn't recognize. She let herself in. She had a key, everyone had a key, I'd stopped questioning it and set both items on my counter with the decisive energy of a woman who'd already made several decisions I wasn't going to like.

      “Eat,” she said, pushing the bag toward me.

      “I'm not hungry.”

      “Eat anyway. You look like death, and not the professional kind.”

      I opened the bag. Pasta, still warm. I ate because arguing with Brigid was like arguing with the weather, technically possible, and ultimately pointless.

      She watched me eat for approximately thirty seconds, then slid the tablet across the counter.

      “What's this?”

      “A solution to your problem.”

      I looked at the tablet and looked at her. “I don't have a problem.”

      “You have several problems. I'm addressing one of them.” She tapped the screen. It lit up, showing an app I didn't recognize. Clean design. Professional. The kind of professional that was either very legitimate or very good at pretending.

      WRONG SWIPE: Where Unconventional Arrangements Meet Upfront Honesty

      I read the tagline twice. “No.”

      “You haven't heard what I'm suggesting.”

      “I don't need to hear it. No.”

      Brigid settled onto the stool across from me, which meant she was preparing for a siege. “You haven't slept in five days. Before that, it was three days. Before that, two days. You're running on fumes and spite. While I admire spite as much as the next person, it's not sustainable.”

      “I'm fine.”

      “You're not fine. You're going to make a mistake, and mistakes in our line of work tend to be permanent.” She tapped the tablet again. “This is a companionship service. Legitimate. Vetted. Expensive. You pay someone to provide company. Conversation. Whatever you need that isn't pharmaceutical and won't slow your trigger finger.”

      I stared at the screen. “You want me to hire an escort.”

      “I want you to hire someone who'll sit in your apartment and be boring enough that your brain stops running calculations long enough for you to sleep.” She leaned forward. “You're not going to therapy. You're not taking pills. You're not doing anything except running yourself into the ground. I'm not watching that happen.”

      “Brigid …”

      “Look at the app, Cormac. Five minutes. If you hate it, I'll leave and we'll never speak of it again.”

      I looked at her. She looked back with the expression that meant she'd already won this argument and was just waiting for me to catch up.

      I pulled the tablet closer.

      The app was professional. Too professional. The kind of professional that came from lawyers and liability insurance. I scrolled through the main page: testimonials, FAQs, a verification process that looked more thorough than most background checks I'd run.

      There was a section for “Premium Companionship Services.” I clicked.

      The description was clinical: Curated matches for clients seeking meaningful connection without traditional relationship expectations. All participants verified, background-checked, and consenting adults.

      Meaningful connection. I'd never had one of those. Wasn't sure I'd recognize one if it walked up and introduced itself.

      “There's a promotion,” Brigid said, reaching over to scroll down. “Some Valentine's thing. They're paying bonuses for, well, first-timers.” She said it delicately, which meant it was something she thought I'd have opinions about.

      I read the fine print. Verified first-time participants eligible for the Filthy February bonus structure.

      “They're paying virgins,” I said.

      “They're paying people who've chosen to wait. Now, they're choosing not to wait, and they'd like to be compensated for the choice.” Brigid pulled the tablet back. “The point isn't the promotion. The point is that these are real people looking for real arrangements, and you need someone who'll sit in your apartment and read the phone book if that's what it takes for you to sleep.”

      I finished my pasta. “This is insane.”

      “This is practical.” She stood, collecting the empty container. “You don't have to decide now. Just look through the profiles. See if anyone seems tolerable. If not, we'll try something else.”

      “Like what?”

      “Pharmaceuticals.”

      I looked at her. She looked back, unblinking.

      “I'll look at the profiles,” I said.

      “Good man.” She headed for the door, then paused. “Cormac? Whatever you're seeing when you close your eye, it's not going to get better by not sleeping. It's just going to get louder.”

      She left before I could respond. I sat in my expensive kitchen in my expensive apartment and looked at the tablet. I told myself I was humoring Brigid. I told myself I was going to scroll for exactly five minutes and then throw the tablet in the Charles River.

      I told myself a lot of things. The profiles were thorough. Photos, some professional, clearly taken in someone's apartment. Descriptions written with varying degrees of honesty. Ages, occupations, interests. The app had filters: age range, location, interests, “arrangement preferences.”

      I scrolled.

      Most of the profiles blurred together. Professional photos. Carefully curated interests. The kind of presentation that came from people who knew exactly what they were selling.

      I kept scrolling. Then I stopped.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maya R., 28, Boston

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Occupation: Elementary School Teacher

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Interests: Reading (especially children's literature), coffee that's gone cold because I forgot about it, explaining dinosaurs to people who are very serious about dinosaurs

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Arrangement Preferences: Respectful, clean, someone who understands this is professional and I have a kid at home who is my priority

      

      

      

      
        
          
        About Me: I'm doing this for a specific reason and a specific timeline. I'm good at listening. I'm better at talking. I read bedtime stories for a living (for my son, not in a weird way). If you're looking for someone who can hold a conversation and won't ask questions you don't want to answer, I'm probably fine at that.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read it again. The photo wasn't professional. It looked like a candid shot someone had taken without her knowing. She was laughing at something off camera, her hair falling out of a bun, wearing what looked like a cardigan with paint stains on the sleeves.

      She looked real. She looked like someone who'd written that profile at eleven at night after talking herself into and out of this decision forty times. The parenthetical (for my son, not in a weird way), sat in my chest in a way I didn't have words for.

      I clicked through to her full profile.

      
        
          
            
              
        More details: Master's degree in education. References available upon request. Verification status: Pending appointment. A note at the bottom: New to platform. Filthy February participant.

      

      

      

      

      

      She was doing this for money. Obviously. Everyone on this app was doing it for money. But there was something about the way she'd written her profile. The honesty of it, the specific clarity of I have a kid at home who is my priority, that made me believe she wasn't here because she wanted to be. She was here because she needed to be.

      I understood that. I read her profile a third time, which was twice more than I'd read anyone else's. Then I looked at her photo again. The laugh. The paint-stained cardigan. The quality of someone who'd learned to make the best of things and was currently making the best of something she'd never imagined having to make the best of.

      I selected her profile.

      
        
          
            
              
        The app asked: Send match request?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the button for longer than the decision required. This was insane. I was a man who killed people for money, who hadn't slept in five days, who was sitting in an empty apartment looking at a photo of a woman who read bedtime stories and thinking … what? That she'd sit in my apartment and talk until my brain stopped running? That she'd be boring enough to let me sleep?

      That the parenthetical meant something about who she was, and I wanted to know what? I hit the button.

      
        
          
            
              
        Match request sent. Awaiting response.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set the tablet down. I went back to the counter and poured another coffee I didn't need. Outside, Boston was doing its February thing: grey, cold, the kind of weather that made you question your life choices. I'd made a lot of questionable life choices. This was probably another one.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        WRONG SWIPE: Your premium match request has been accepted pending verification. You will be notified when your match is confirmed.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the message for a long time. Then I opened my laptop and did what I always did when I was making a decision that involved another person: I researched.

      Maya Rivera. Twenty-eight. Elementary school teacher at a public school in Dorchester. Master's degree from Boston College. No criminal record. No social media presence beyond a Facebook page she hadn't updated in two years. There was one photo of her and a small kid with dark hair, a dinosaur shirt, and both laughing at something off camera.

      The kid. Her son. The priority.

      I found her address. It was in the third-floor apartment in a building that had seen better decades. Found her car registration. It was an eight-year-old Honda, two parking tickets, and both paid. I found her employment records: five years at the same school, good reviews, and a note about “exceptional dedication to student welfare.”

      I found her medical bills. They were public record if you knew where to look, and I knew where to look. One hundred and eighty thousand dollars. Pediatric cardiology. A name: Mateo Rivera, age five.

      I sat back. She wasn't here for extra money. She wasn't here for adventure, was here because her kid needed a surgery that cost more than she'd make in three years. She’d found an app that was offering twenty thousand dollars to people who qualified.

      And she qualified.

      I closed the laptop. I'd made worse decisions for worse reasons. I'd killed men who probably had kids at home. I'd done jobs I hadn't asked questions about because asking questions wasn't part of the job description. I'd spent fifteen years becoming very good at not thinking about the weight of what I did.

      But sitting in my kitchen at four in the afternoon, looking at a tablet showing a woman's profile, a woman who'd written (for my son, not in a weird way) because she was afraid someone would judge her for clarifying. I thought about it.

      I thought she's doing this for her kid. I'm doing this because I haven't slept in five days and Brigid's going to force-feed me pharmaceuticals if I don't try something else. I thought. This is a transaction. Professional. Clean. She reads, I listen, I sleep, and she gets paid. Simple. I thought about the parenthetical for another hour. Then I stood up, dumped the cold coffee, and went to stare at my ceiling.

      The nightmares were waiting. They were always waiting. Kabul. Dublin. Providence. The faces I remembered and the faces I didn't. The weight of doing something so many times it stopped feeling like something and started feeling like nothing, which was somehow worse.

      I closed my eyes. I opened them. The ceiling had no answers. My phone buzzed again.

      
        
          
            
              
        WRONG SWIPE: Your match has been verified and confirmed. Maya R. has accepted your premium arrangement request. Please coordinate the first meeting through secure messaging.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the message. I'd made worse decisions for worse reasons.

      I'd also never decided quite like this one, hiring a woman to sit in my apartment and read to me because I couldn't sleep and she needed money for her kid's surgery, and somehow that combination of facts had resulted in me clicking a button on an app I'd learned about forty-five minutes ago.

      I opened the messaging interface. I typed: Thursday, 8 PM. I'll send an address. I hit send before I could talk myself out of it.

      Her response came in three minutes:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thursday works. I'll need the address by Wednesday so I can send it to my emergency contact. Also, I have questions about safety protocols and expectations. Can we discuss?

      

      

      

      

      

      I read the message twice.

      She had questions. She had safety protocols. She had an emergency contact she was sending my address to, which meant she was smart, careful and taking this seriously.

      I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        We can discuss. What do you need to know?

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response was longer this time. Three paragraphs about meeting in public first, about clear boundaries, about the fact that she had a son, a job and this was professional. She needed it to stay professional.

      I read all three paragraphs.

      Then I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Noted.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent the address of my brownstone in Back Bay, the one I lived in, not the one I used for work. Sent the time. Sent a single line: I'll answer your questions Thursday.

      Then I closed the app and sat in my kitchen and thought about a woman who'd written three paragraphs about safety protocols because she was scared and doing it anyway.

      I thought about her kid. Mateo. Five years old. Dinosaur shirt. I thought about the one hundred and eighty thousand dollars she didn't have. I thought, I'm going to pay her more than the app suggests. That's not a part of the arrangement. I don't care. Then, I went back to staring at my ceiling, not sleeping and waiting for Thursday.

      The nightmares could wait. I had something else to think about now. Something that looked like a woman in a paint-stained cardigan, laughing at something off-camera because she thought someone might judge her for it.

      I thought about the parenthetical. I thought about it for a long time. I was still thinking about it when the sun went down and the apartment got dark. I realized I'd been sitting in the same position for three hours.

      I stood. Made more coffee. Went back to the counter. Thursday was two days away. I could wait two days. I'd waited longer for worse reasons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          PREMIUM MATCH (IS A POLITE WORD FOR TERRIFYING)

          MAYA

        

      

    

    
      The notification arrived at 6:47 AM, which was terrible timing because I was in the middle of explaining to Mateo why he couldn't wear his Halloween costume to school in February.

      “But mama, it's dinosaur day in my brain.”

      “Every day is dinosaur day in your brain, baby. You still must wear pants.”

      My phone buzzed on the counter. I ignored it. Mateo was currently trying to negotiate his way into a T-Rex costume that was too small,  was designed for October, and it was just not happening.

      “Pants are for people who aren't dinosaurs,” he said, with the kind of logic that made perfect sense if you were five and had decided that the rules didn't apply to you.

      “Pants are for everyone. Dinosaurs wore pants.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too. Invisible pants. Very fashionable.” I handed him his actual pants, the ones with the triceratops print, a compromise we'd reached last week after the Great Shorts Incident.

      He took them with the long-suffering sigh of someone deeply oppressed by clothing. “Fine. But I'm telling Ms. Sarah that you said dinosaurs wore invisible pants and she's going to have questions.”

      “Ms. Sarah already has questions about me. Go get dressed.”

      He trudged toward his room like I'd asked him to walk to Mordor. I loved him so much it was occasionally inconvenient.

      My phone buzzed again.

      I picked it up, expecting Delilah. She usually sent me motivational memes around seven AM, most of them involving coffee and mild threats.

      
        
          
            
              
        WRONG SWIPE: PREMIUM MATCH CONFIRMED

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach did something complicated. I opened the app.

      
        
          
            
              
        Congratulations! You've been matched with C. O'Rourke. Premium arrangement confirmed. Please coordinate first meeting through secure messaging.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        C. O'Rourke.

      

      

      

      

      

      I clicked through to his profile with hands that were steady and not at all shaking. The photo loaded first: a man who looked like he'd been professionally designed to make women reconsider their life choices. Dark hair. Sharp features. The kind of bone structure that belonged in a museum or a cologne ad. He was wearing a black shirt that fit well enough to suggest he either had a tailor or was personally offending me with his genetics.

      His expression was neutral. Not smiling. Not frowning. Just looking at the camera like he was assessing it for weaknesses.

      I scrolled down.

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke, 34, Boston

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Occupation: Private Security & Consulting

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Interests: [This section was blank]

      

      

      

      

      

      Arrangement Preferences: Discretion. Professionalism. Someone who can hold a conversation.

      About Me: I work irregular hours. I'm looking for company, not complications. If you're reliable and can respect boundaries, we'll get along fine.

      That was it. Four sentences. No humor. No personality. No interests, apparently, unless you counted the blank space where interests should go. I read it three times looking for red flags.

      The problem was that the whole thing was a red flag. Private security and consulting were code for something, probably something I didn't want to know about. The photo looked like a man who'd never smiled in his life. The complete lack of personal information suggested either extreme privacy or extreme avoidance of anything resembling human connection.

      And he'd matched with me.

      I looked at my profile again. The one I'd written at eleven PM in a panic, the one with the parenthetical I'd agonized over, the one that made me sound like exactly what I was; a woman who had no idea what she was doing but was doing it anyway.

      He'd read that profile and clicked yes.

      I had questions. So many questions.

      My phone buzzed with a message notification.

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: Thursday, 8 PM. I'll send an address.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the message. Thursday was tomorrow. Tomorrow was extremely soon. Tomorrow was not enough time to prepare for whatever this was. I typed back with hands that had moved past shaking into some other category of movement entirely:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thursday works. I'll need the address by Wednesday so I can send it to my emergency contact. Also, I have questions about safety protocols and expectations. Can we discuss?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send and immediately regretted the tone. Too formal. Too much. He was going to think I was difficult. Then I remembered I was a woman meeting a strange man in a private location for money and I was allowed to be difficult about safety protocols.

      His response came back in two minutes:

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: We can discuss. What do you need to know?

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the message. Looked at Mateo's bedroom door and looked back at the message. Then I wrote three paragraphs.

      I wrote about meeting in public first, coffee, somewhere with witnesses, a chance to establish that we were both real people and not serial killers. I wrote about boundaries and expectations and the fact that I had a son who was my priority, and this arrangement was professional and it needed to stay that way. I wrote about the importance of clear communication, mutual respect and probably fifteen other things that made me sound like I was writing a contract instead of a text message.

      I read it over twice, deleted half of it, put it back, and hit send before I could talk myself out of it.

      His response was immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: Noted.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was it. One word. I stared at my phone. Noted? What did noted mean? Noted as in “I acknowledge your concerns and will address them”? Noted as in “I've read your message and chosen not to engage with it”? Noted as in “You're being ridiculous but I'm too polite to say so”?

      A second message appeared:

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: Address: 287 Beacon Street, Unit 3. Thursday, 8 PM. I'll answer your questions then.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then a third:

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: If you're not comfortable with the location, suggest an alternative.

      

      

      

      

      

      I googled the address. Back Bay. Beacon Street. The kind of neighborhood where apartments cost more per month than I made in six months. The kind of neighborhood with actual doormen, marble lobbies and the sort of security that meant if I went missing, there would at least be camera footage.

      That was something.

      I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        That works. I'll be there at 8.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response: Noted.

      I put my phone down and took a deep breath that didn't help at all.

      “Mama!” Mateo appeared in the doorway, fully dressed, holding his backpack. “I'm ready.  Also, I need you to know that I'm wearing my dinosaur underwear under my pants so technically I'm still dressed like a dinosaur.”

      “That's called a compromise and I'm very proud of you.”

      “Ms. Sarah is going to ask about the invisible pants thing.”

      “Ms. Sarah can call me.”

      I got him to school, barely, and only after a lengthy discussion about whether velociraptors would have liked oatmeal. I got to my own classroom by 7:45, which gave me exactly fifteen minutes to set up before my first graders arrived with their chaos questions and their complete inability to sit still for more than thirty seconds.

      I loved my job and I was good at it. My job was also the reason I had a master's degree and still qualified for payment assistance.

      I was thinking about that, about the math that didn't math, about the medical bills, about the fact that I'd just confirmed a meeting with a man whose interests included … Delilah appeared in my doorway.

      Delilah Martinez: my best friend since college, fellow teacher, the person who'd taken one look at me freshman year and decided we were going to be friends whether I liked it or not. She was wearing a dress that was somehow both professional and suggested she had plans after work. Her dark hair was in a bun that looked intentional, unlike mine, which looked like I'd done it in my car at a stoplight.

      She also had coffee, which meant she knew.

      “Spill,” she said, setting a cup on my desk.

      “I have seventeen minutes before my small humans arrive.”

      “Then talk fast.” She settled into the chair I kept for parent conferences and looked at me with the expression that meant she already knew I'd done something and was just waiting for me to confirm it.

      I picked up the coffee. “I got matched.”

      “On the virgin app.”

      “It's not … that's not what it's called.”

      “It's what I'm calling it. Details. Now.”

      I told her. The profile, both his and mine. The messages. The address in Back Bay. The fact that his interests were apparently classified information.

      Delilah listened to all of it with the focused attention she usually reserved for parent-teacher conferences when the parent was lying.

      When I finished, she said: “Let me see the profile.”

      I handed her my phone.

      She looked at the photo for approximately five seconds. “Oh no.”

      “What?”

      “He's hot.”

      “That's not relevant.”

      “It's extremely relevant. You're going into this thinking it's a transaction, and he looks like that. You’re going to have feelings about it.”

      “I'm not going to have feelings about it. I'm a professional. This job is professional.”

      Delilah zoomed in on the photo. “He looks like he's never smiled in his life and like he could break someone in half. What does private security and consulting mean?”

      “I don't know.”

      “That's code for something.”

      “I know.”

      “Something that’s probably illegal.”

      “I know.”

      She handed the phone back. “You're still going.”

      It wasn't a question.

      “I'm still going,” I said.

      She looked at me for a long moment. “Then I'm driving you.”

      “Delilah.”

      “I'm driving you, I'm waiting outside, and I'm checking in every thirty minutes. If you don't respond, I'm calling the cops and your mother.”

      “My mother lives in Arizona.”

      “I'll call her anyway. She'll be disappointed from a distance, which is somehow worse.”

      I looked at my best friend, who'd shown up with coffee, threats and the kind of loyalty that made me want to cry in my classroom before my students arrived.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Thank me by not getting murdered by the hot security consultant.”

      “Is it though? Because your plans lately have been concerning.”

      The first bell rang. In approximately three minutes, my classroom would be full of six-year-olds who needed me to have my life together.

      I took a breath.

      “I'm doing this for Mateo,” I said.

      Delilah's expression softened. “I know, honey. I know. Just be careful. And text me the address.”

      “I already sent it.”

      “Send it again. I'm forwarding it to three people.”

      “That's excessive.”

      “You're meeting a strange man whose interests include nothing. Whose job is consulting. Nothing about this is excessive.”

      She left before I could argue.

      My students arrived in a cascade of noise, backpacks and immediate crises. Someone had lost a tooth. Someone else had brought a rock that was very important. A third someone needed to tell me, at length, about their dog's bathroom habits.

      I taught. I refereed disputes about crayon colors. I explained, for the fortieth time this year, why we don't lick glue sticks.

      I was good at this. I was good at being present, at managing chaos, at making six-year-olds feel seen, safe and like the world made sense. I was significantly less good at managing my own life. At lunch, I hid in my classroom and looked at the profile again.

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke. 34. Private Security & Consulting. Interests: [blank].

      

      

      

      

      

      The photo was still doing things to my nervous system that I was choosing not to examine.

      I clicked through to his full profile, the one that required a match to view.

      There wasn't much more. Height: 6'2”. Build: athletic. Education: [blank]. Relationship history: [blank]. Looking for: Companionship. Conversation and Discretion.

      The verification badge indicated he'd passed a background check, which was something. The premium badge indicated that he was paying extra for the matching service, which was also something.

      What didn’t it indicate? Why was a man who looked like that, who presumably had access to traditional dating options, was on an app designed for unconventional arrangements.

      I thought about his message: I'll answer your questions Thursday. I thought about my three paragraphs and his one-word response. I thought about the fact that I was meeting him in less than twenty-four hours, and I still didn't know his first name.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: If you need to reschedule, let me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the message.

      He thought I was going to cancel. He was giving me an out.

      I typed back:

      
        
          
            
              
        I'll be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response was immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        Noted.

      

      

      

      

      

      I almost laughed. The man had exactly one word in his vocabulary and he was using it for everything. I put my phone away and went back to teaching.

      That night, after Mateo was in bed, after three stories and two glasses of water, I had one lengthy discussion about whether triceratops would have been good at soccer. I stood in front of my closet and had a small crisis.

      What did one wear to meet a man who was paying you to read to him?

      Professional? Casual? Something that said “I'm taking this seriously but not too seriously. I'm not thinking about the fact that you're attractive because this is a transaction”?

      I pulled out my teacher clothes. Put them back. Pulled out the dress I'd worn to my college roommate's wedding. Put it back. Pulled out jeans and a sweater.

      I stared at them.

      I put them back.

      I called Delilah.

      She answered on the first ring. “What are you wearing?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Because you're you and you're panicking. What are the options?”

      I described my closet. All of it. In detail.

      Delilah listened with the patience of a saint. Then: “Wear the green dress.”

      “The green dress is too nice.”

      “The green dress is perfect. It says 'I'm a professional adult woman who has her life together. Also, I know I look good in this color.'“

      “I don't want to look like I'm trying to get a man.”

      “You're meeting a man who looks like a Calvin Klein ad. You're allowed to try.”

      I pulled out the green dress. It was simple, knee-length, long sleeves, the kind of dress that worked for parent-teacher conferences and apparently it also worked for meeting strange men in expensive apartments.

      “Fine. The green dress.”

      “With the brown boots.”

      “Delilah.”

      “With the brown boots. Trust me.”

      I hung up and laid out the dress and the boots. I tried not to think about why I was putting this much thought into an outfit for a transaction. I failed completely.

      At 11:00 PM, I was still awake, staring at my ceiling, thinking about a man whose first name I didn't know and whose profile picture looked like a threat assessment.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        C. O'Rourke: See you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the message for a long time.

      Then I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        See you tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone on my nightstand and closed my eyes and absolutely did not sleep for the next three hours.

      When I finally did sleep, I dreamed about blank spaces where interests should be, and addresses in neighborhoods I couldn't afford, and a man with dark hair and sharp features who looked at the camera like he was deciding whether it was a threat.

      In the dream, I asked him his first name. He said: Noted. I woke up at 6:00 AM to Mateo standing next to my bed, holding his triceratops.

      “Mama,” he whispered. “I had a dream about dinosaurs playing basketball.”

      “That sounds like a good dream, baby.”

      “It was a very good dream. Can we have pancakes?”

      I made pancakes. I got him to school. I taught eighteen six-year-olds about the letter Q.

      I went home at 3:30 and stared at the green dress hanging on my closet door.

      At 7:00 PM, Delilah knocked on my door.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      I looked at her. I looked at Mateo, who was at her place with her girlfriend and a stack of dinosaur books. Looked at the dress I was wearing and the boots I'd put on. In my purse I had pepper spray, my phone, and a copy of Charlotte's Web.

      “No,” I said.

      “Perfect. Let's go.”

      We drove to Back Bay in Delilah's car. A sensible sedan that was significantly nicer than my Honda. She parallel parked across from 287 Beacon Street with the efficiency of someone who'd grown up in the city.

      The building was exactly as expensive as I'd imagined. Marble. Doorman. The kind of place where they probably judged you for your shoes.

      “Text me every thirty minutes,” Delilah said.

      “I will.”

      “I'm serious, Maya. Every thirty minutes or I'm coming up.”

      “I know.”

      She looked at me. Really looked at me, the way she had freshman year when I'd shown up to her dorm room seven months pregnant, terrified and trying very hard to pretend I wasn't.

      “You don't have to do this,” she said quietly.

      “I know.”

      “There are other options. We can figure something out.”

      “We've been figuring something out for five years. This is the something we figured out.”

      She pulled me into a hug that I felt in my spine.

      Then, she let go and said: “Go. Be safe. Text me. If he's weird, leave.”

      “If he's weird, I'll leave.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know you do.”

      I got out of the car.

      I walked across the street.

      I pressed the button for Unit 3.

      The intercom crackled. “Yes.”

      His voice. Deep. Neutral. The audio quality was terrible, but I could still hear the tone of someone who didn't waste words.

      “It's Maya Rivera. We have … I'm here for the eight o'clock.”

      Silence. Then: “Third floor.”

      The door buzzed. I looked back at Delilah. She gave me a thumbs up that was probably meant to be encouraging and mostly looked panicked. I went inside.

      The lobby was marble, expensive and had a doorman who nodded at me like I belonged there. I didn't belong there. I was a public-school teacher in a green dress carrying a children's book in my purse.

      I took the elevator to the third floor. There were only two units. Unit 3 was at the end of the hall. I knocked before I could talk myself out of it. The door opened.

      C. O'Rourke was taller in person. Taller, broader and more present in a way that made the hallway feel smaller. He was wearing dark jeans, a grey shirt and looking at me with an expression I couldn't read.

      We stared at each other.

      I'd prepared an introduction. It was something professional, clear and establishing appropriate boundaries.

      What came out was: “Hi. I'm Maya. You're tall. That's … I'm going to stop talking now.”

      He looked at me for one more second. Then he stepped back and said: “Come in.”

      I went in. The door closed behind me. I was not thinking about his hands when he'd held the door. I was thinking about his hands. I was in so much trouble.
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