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To the four sisters—Haideh, Homa, Haleh, and Hengameh—
who gave me my favorite love story. —S.T.


For my parents, Earl & Ros Hoover, who are overdue for a
dedication; who taught me to love books; and whose Meet
Cute will never be matched. —S.S.







When you’re attracted to someone, it just means that your subconscious is attracted to their subconscious, subconsciously. So what we think of as fate is just two neuroses knowing that they are a perfect match.


—Nora Ephron, Sleepless in Seattle






CHAPTER 1


To: All Tell It to My Heart Employees


From: Leanne Tseng


Re: New “Office Space”


Team,


Although the last couple of months have been challenging, I want to take a moment to commend you for being so open and adaptable to our new direction. I also hope you are all enjoying the freedom and independence of working remotely. (I came across this article in Wired about the future of offices. We’re trendsetters!)


Also, whoever programmed my phone to play “Tell It to My Heart” for all incoming messages … I appreciate the joke. It played very well at our “Farewell Office” office party. But no one—not even the so-called geniuses at the Genius Bar—can seem to disable it.


Would you please come clean and get over here to change it back? For obvious reasons, if I ever have to listen to that song again, I will 100% murder someone. And no one gets paid if your CEO is in jail.


Yours,


Leanne


MILES


It’s fine. It’s absolutely fine.


So what if my ex-fiancée just posted a photo of her ringless fingers cradling what is very obviously a baby bump. So what if we only broke up six weeks ago and, look, I cannot claim to be an expert in women’s reproductive health or anything, but I’m pretty sure that is not what six weeks pregnant looks like. So what if I, in a split second of confusion and elation, texted her “Are we having a baby?” with an actual goddamn baby emoji next to it just in case she needed a visual representation of the word “baby” and got absolutely no response even though the read receipt confirms she saw it.


So either the baby is mine and Jordan has decided she’s not going to let me be a part of his or her life. Or … Jordan was cheating on me before she dumped me, shattered my heart, and stole the apartment.


I’m not sure which is worse.


I get a ping on my laptop, a message next to a tiny picture of a smiling brunette girl.


Jules478: Hi, how are you?


Fucking great. And now I have to work. Now I have to work trying to get other people’s love lives in order. What a cosmic joke. Not only that, but I no longer even have an office to go to, or colleagues to make small talk with, or a coffee machine that will dispense caffeine to me at will. Just a totally unfathomable espresso maker that could double as a 747 cockpit and a corner of this borrowed couch that I swear is made from burlap, because my friend Dylan lives in a Pottery Barn catalog. (You may say that couch surfers can’t be couch choosers, but I—in the throes of my melancholy and with half my hair in a permanent state of static cling—say we can all be critics.)


I close my eyes and try the breathing exercise that, of course, Jordan once taught me—inhale for four, hold for seven, exhale for eight—before I respond.


PerseMan: Hey there. I’m great. How are you doing?


It’s okay. I can do this sort of idle chitchat in my sleep. I haven’t spent the past two years becoming the top ghostwriter at Tell It to My Heart for no reason. I’ve honed these skills enough that I can practically be on autopilot. Right?


Jules478: Good.


Right. Except I just broke the cardinal rule of online dating: Much like improv, never ask a question that can be responded to with a one-word answer.


I try to rectify.


PerseMan: Have you seen the summer concert schedule for Forest Hills Stadium, by the way? It’s pretty amazing this year.


My guy … I scan my open files for his name … Farhad. That’s it. He’s a music buff, so I know this is important.


Jules478: Yes! Belle and Sebastian and Greta Van Fleet? Amazing!


PerseMan: I know, right?


I type the response automatically and then scroll over to the schedule myself, trying to figure out which one of these goddamn stupid bands Farhad might be into. Oh, right. He had mentioned LCD Soundsystem in his questionnaire.


PerseMan: Super excited for LCD myself.


Jules478: Yeah? They’re cool too.


Okay, so she’s less excited about that one. But, hey, they can each bring different musical tastes to the relationship. That’s the beauty of romance, right? Everyone brings their own interests into it, and then they mix and mingle, and sometime later, there is a little embryo that has genetically combined those passions into something that can be cradled in an artsy, black-and-white Instagram post.


PerseMan: Do you like kids?


Whoa. WHOA! What the hell are you doing, Miles? As the Tell It to My Heart Style Guide and Freelancer’s Handbook suggests on page twenty-two, there are certain things you never, ever bring up on a first chat: politics, religion, marriage, meeting the parents, and—of course—children. Not in any way, shape, or form. I know this because I literally wrote the handbook. As Leanne’s first employee, I got to sculpt a lot of what my job—and the company culture—is.


There is a noticeable pause before Farhad’s match writes again.


Jules478: Yeah. I like them.


PerseMan: Do you have any idea what a six-week pregnant belly looks like?


I have no idea what’s happening. My fingers are 100 percent working independently from my brain.


Jules478: Uh …


PerseMan: It’s not obviously pregnant, right? Like, usually, you wouldn’t be able to see a bump?


At this point, what the hell does it matter? Jules might have more insight into this than me considering she, at least, has the requisite parts and has, I don’t know, probably attended a baby shower or something.


Jules478: I don’t think so?


PerseMan: That’s what I thought.


The thing is, I know the baby isn’t mine. I probably always knew it, but the blank screen on my messages, gut-punched by that Read 8:37 AM confirms it. Jordan wouldn’t raise a baby alone, not if its father wanted to be an active part of his or her life. How many times had I held her while she told me another example of why her absentee dad was such a shithead and how it had directly impacted some aspect of her life or personality?


Jules478: So … listen. I think I’ve got to go.


Shit. I’ve been spiraling into a deep, dark thought hole instead of doing my job and convincing this girl that Farhad is a great match for her and worthy of at least a meetup.


Time for some damage control.


PerseMan: Ha! Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out.


I’m now racking my brain for some sort of valid excuse to ask this girl about pregnancy symptoms.


PerseMan: I’m writing a song. And this is research.


Look, if there can be songs about lady humps, why not about baby bumps, am I right?


Jules478: Oh … are you a musician?


PerseMan: It’s a hobby.


I scan Farhad’s questionnaire again.


PerseMan: I work in finance by day.


Good, good. Worked in the stable job bit smoothly. I might be back on track here.


Jules478: What kind of band are you in?


I scan the questionnaire one more time. Oh, fuck.


PerseMan: A string quartet.


There is another long pause.


Jules478: Right … I’m sorry, but my lunch break is over and I really do have to go.


It’s 8:52 in the morning.


Jules478: Maybe talk later?


But then she logs off before I can respond.


Honestly?


I probably did both Farhad and this girl a favor.


There is no such thing as love anyway. Not to get all hair metal power ballad about it, but love is an illusion. It’s just a smokescreen for future heartbreak. Why do it to yourself? Why? Either they’ll leave you, or you’ll leave them or—best-case scenario—you live together happily until one of you dies and leaves the other one completely destroyed and a shell of their former self.


Why the fuck bother?


A message pops up from Leanne.


Leanne T: Miles? I think you need to come into the office for a meeting.


Fuckity fuck fuck.


Miles I: I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Is that okay?


Leanne T: Yes.


And then, before I can think better of it.


Miles I: Hey, Leanne. Question for you. Do you know what a six-week pregnant belly looks like?


Leanne’s office is in a building that was clearly a warehouse until maybe three minutes ago, when some enterprising real estate mogul realized he could create about 450 closet-sized offices in there and charge people an exorbitant amount of rent for the privilege of working right next to the West Side Highway, which is at least a fifteen-minute, windswept walk from any subway line.


I wait for her to buzz me up, and then take one of the many freight elevators up to the ninth floor, until I end up in front of Leanne’s cupboard.


Up until two and a half months ago, Tell It to My Heart was located in a small, but airy office space in the Meatpacking District. Full-length glass windows looked out over the cobblestone streets where high-end shoppers in designer sunglasses and Jimmy Choos and/or hungover clubbers in designer sunglasses and taller Jimmy Choos hobbled to and fro. I used to look out and think it was very possible one of those clubbers was a client of ours, coming back from a successful date night that ended at seven a.m., rushing to get home and change and look presentable for work, but unable to hide that secret smile only a hot date with someone new was able to conjure up. It wasn’t a walk of shame, it was a walk of pride. Who wouldn’t feel proud and exhilarated to have come off of a night of passion and connection? And, maybe, just maybe, I’d had a hand in that. It used to make me feel proud and exhilarated, by association.


Now I know better.


Now I know one hot night will probably turn into agony somewhere down the road—whether it’s because of unreturned text messages, or fights over the other one’s overbearing parents, or splitting up and trying to figure out who gets the house-plants. I’m facilitating nothing but ruin and damnation.


And as for the office? Well. We can chalk that one up to another brilliantly catastrophic idea from Leanne’s ex-husband, Clifford.


To paraphrase Taylor Swift, once upon a time, many mistakes ago, Leanne and Clifford were two of those idiots who thought they were in a loving, long-lasting relationship. So not only did they exchange vows, and buy an apartment (a co-op no less, another nightmare), and adopt a cat together—they decided to take it to the next knuckleheaded step: co-owning a business.


Yup, they started Tell It to My Heart together, although it was Leanne’s idea originally. As both a writer and a person enthralled by love, she’d been watching her single friends struggle through the tortures of online dating, of constructing the perfect profile, and of saying the right things over e-mails, IMs, and texts. And one day she realized: She was a copywriter. She could help them craft their message better.


It snowballed from there, the idea to create a ghostwriting agency that would help people get their foot in the door on their paths to true love. “We’re not ghostwriting, we’re cupid-writing,” Clifford said.


That was Clifford’s task: taking care of the marketing and operations.


Meaning it was Clifford’s idea to name the company Tell It to My Heart (which was probably the last time Leanne and Clifford agreed on anything). And then his next logical step was to get the rights to that Taylor Dayne song to use in all the commercials.


It sounded fine in theory, of course. Except Taylor Dayne and the songwriters did not want to be associated with some weird, unknown, online dating ghostwriting agency thing, and had asked for an exorbitant fee to secure the rights.


Any normal person would have tried to either negotiate or realize the song wasn’t worth it.


If Clifford is one thing, it’s abnormal.


He agreed to their terms right away, without consulting Leanne or the lawyers or anybody.


Leanne got the company in the divorce, but she was also stuck with the consequences of Clifford’s poor business decisions.


So, yes, do have the pleasure of getting “Tell It to My Heart” stuck in your head if you come across any of our radio or occasional TV ads. While I and the other three full-time TITMH (pronounced tit-mee) employees have the pleasure of no longer having an office.


And poor Leanne, CEO, is relegated to this musty, windowless closet that can barely fit her desk and two chairs let alone all of the cool, eclectic artwork and sculptures she used to have as her backdrop at our old digs.


Still, despite her surroundings, she looks as impeccable as always. Leanne is Chinese-American, with long, straight black hair, the posture of a prima ballerina, and a wardrobe that almost entirely consists of structural pieces that look like they

ought to come with blueprints. She somehow makes them work, whereas I’m pretty sure anyone else wearing them would look like they were dressed as the Empire State Building in a questionable Miss New York pageant.


“Care to explain what happened today, Miles?” she asks in her calm, deep voice, the kind you know has the potential to unleash a tsunami of devastating barbs if necessary.


I clear my throat. “What do you mean?”


“Let’s start with not knowing our client was in a string quartet. And move on to the whole pregnant belly debacle.”


“You know about all that?” I ask weakly.


“Miles. After the fiasco of the last three clients, I told you I’d be logged on to your computer to see your chats. And then you accepted my remote access request this morning.”


“Oh, right,” I say. Shit. I definitely had. And I definitely planned on being on my game today, but that was before Jordan announced to the world (and, oh yeah, me) that she was with child.


Leanne sighs. “Look. I know you’re going through a hard time right now.” I haven’t told her too much about what’s been going on, just that Jordan and I broke up. And that I moved out of our apartment into Dylan’s living room. And that Dylan’s boyfriend, Charles, has been passive-aggressively leaving me notes about how disruptive I am to their lives. And that he made me return the single-ply toilet paper I bought as a thank-you gift because, as he claimed, nobody’s ass deserves the degradation of single-ply, not even mine.


Okay, so maybe I have told Leanne a lot. The problem is that in the eighteen months we were together, I ended up co-opting most of Jordan’s friends, and now I’m stuck trying to scrape together some semblance of a social circle.


“Here’s the thing,” Leanne says, “I can’t afford this melt-down, Miles. I literally can’t afford it. Clearly, we are in some serious trouble here.” She waves her arms vaguely at the horror show of peeling paint and Formica office furniture she’s somehow ended up captaining. “And losing four clients in the span of a month? That’s just not acceptable.”


I nod, suddenly realizing it’s very possible that—on top of everything else—I am about to get fired. I’m like the pilot episode of a sitcom about a man whose life goes to shit before he changes careers and decides to become a cattle rancher in that quirky town his grandmother lives in. Except all of my grandparents are dead and, in the real world, losing your job doesn’t actually lead to a hilarious but poignant epiphany about what you’re supposed to be doing. Just a sudden need to add LinkedIn to the daily ritual of social media that makes you feel like crap about yourself.


Leanne must see the panic in my face, because she tries to soften the blow. “It’s no secret that you’ve always been my best employee, Miles. You were great at what you did. Nobody has as many success stories as you. How many weddings have you been invited to? Three?”


“Four,” I mumble. Always as an old friend of the groom because, of course, none of them could bear to tell their future wives that their relationship was built on what is—let’s be honest here—something of a lie.


“That’s incredible,” Leanne says gently, before her voice takes on the firm but fair tone that made her a superstar creative director back in her agency days, when I was working as a copywriter under her. “But I can’t rely on what you did; I have to rely on what you do. I have to know I’m sending someone out there who’s going to listen to our clients’ wants and needs and work his hardest to get them to meet up with their perfect match.”


“Right,” I say, not adding that what Leanne needs is someone who actually believes in such a thing as a perfect match. Once upon a time, that was me. But not anymore.


“So this is what’s going to happen,” she says, and I’m expecting her to produce—if I’m lucky—a severance package from within her desk to hand to me. Instead, she takes out her iPad. “You have one more chance to make good here. One more client who’s going to need the old Miles to reappear and give him the real Tell It to My Heart Experience™.” Obviously, she doesn’t say the trademarked bit, but I can practically hear it in her voice. Another one of Clifford’s brilliantly expensive ideas. “So, pick one. Go ahead. There are three to choose from.”


I reluctantly take the tablet from her, and flip through the familiar file format of our clients: a smiling photo and the answers from the initial questionnaire. This one ideally wants to be married within two years. That one is new to the city and wants someone to “eat his way through New York with.” (His words, not mine. And obviously we are going to have to do something about them if I take him on.)


And then there’s Jude Campbell. There’s nothing very special about Jude’s profile. He’s good-looking enough. His answers are normal enough. Or, I should say, there’s almost nothing very special about Jude’s profile.


Jude apparently moved here from Scotland a couple of years ago. Which means Jude has an accent. And if I am going to stake my whole career on one guy’s love match?


I’m picking the dude with the Scottish accent.









CHAPTER 2


To: My rock stars


From: Clifford Jenkins


Re: Ch-ch-ch-changes! (New Company Name)


What up, my dudes? That’s what Justin Bieber said when he met President Obama, according to eyewitnesses at the time. But I don’t want to discount our hard-working dudettes, of course! So. Here’s the deal. We are dunzo with Best Foot Forward. Erase it from your hard drive, remove it from your e-mail signatures, bleach it from your brains. It’s gone. Let’s all agree it never happened, right? New URL, new e-mail domain, new start, new name.


We are now officially called Sweet Nothings, LLC, and we’re going to kick all manner of butt with this.


IF YOU CONTINUE TO GET CORRESPONDENCE FROM FOOT FETISHISTS, DO NOT RESPOND. Forward it immediately to customer service (heyyyy Crystal) and delete it. Simple as that. Crystal will take care of the particulars.


I’ll be happy to answer any questions at the monthly meetup, but in the meantime, scrub any and all references to BFF (and YOB for you seniors among us) and replace them with Sweet Nothings. Our portal will reflect all changes within the week.


Smell you later,


Clifford


CEO, Best Foot Forward fka You, Only Better


ZOEY


Get across the street. That’s all you have to do: Get across the street.


Except of course it’s not that simple, because it’s not a normal street and it’s not a normal city, and before I can cross the street I have to leave my apartment. “Apartment” being the ohso-hilarious code name for rathole. Although I guess for actual rats, it would be a palace. Actual rats are out there, by the way, waiting to run across my shoes and up my legs, little rat teeth chittering, dropping diseases on me, plumes of germs surrounding them like a deadly cloud around Pig Pen.


Okay. It’s okay. Just because the “apartment” is half-a-room total, and the couch doubles as a bed, and the shower is in a corner of the kitchen, and you have to climb over the furniture to go anywhere, is no reason to get upset. You’re having a new experience! Still, if I don’t escape I’ll go mad, so here we are.


Laptop, check. Purse, check. Keys, check. Unlock the chain and the deadbolt. Slowly open the door the tiniest crack.


“Coming out,” I yell, the warning I was taught to use on the day I moved in, by a neighbor I haven’t seen since. I used to hear her, the way I assume she hears me, announcing her movement into the hallway. There’s only room for one person to use it at a time, and if you don’t announce yourself and there’s someone already there, you risk bodily harm, and one of you will have to retreat to give the other person room to finish using the hallway. When no one responds, I open my door all the way, briskly exit, and relock it behind me.


“In the hall,” I yell, updating someone who might not even be there. For some reason my voice is a baritone when I do this. I want to make sure she hears me. My combat boots guarantee the people on the floor below hear me, at any rate.


New obstacle: the stairwell. I’d use the elevator, except the last time I did, someone was asleep inside. (Mary, my former boss and current landlord, was unsympathetic: “In my day, they’d have been passed out in their own vomit.”) I have this fear there will always be someone asleep inside, and that the next time I go in, the person’s eyes will pop open and they’ll grab my ankle.


In LA, I worried someone might be hiding under my car to slice my tendons, so this is not an unfamiliar fear of mine. Once I’m outside in the “fresh” air though, all similarities, real or imagined, to the City of Angels evaporate.


Honk! Screech! Beep! Sizzle! “Hey!”


I’m assaulted by noise. Smells. Garbage, floating in the air and piled outside front stoops. Cacophony. I fight the urge to cover my ears, close my eyes, and pray for a teleportation device. Does it have to be so loud? Does there have to be unidentifiable steam shooting out of a nasty-ass grate in the middle of the sidewalk? Does everybody have to hustle past me, elbows knocking me, at such a frenzied pace? At least my boots will protect me. They don’t help with speed, though, that’s for sure.


Get to the corner. Just get to the corner, so you can cross the street.


I understand the appeal of newsstands; really, I do. And food carts. Sure. It’s just that now I have to move around them without accidentally bumping someone or getting grease on me or smelling something I’d rather not smell this early in the morning.


Jesus, I’ve only gone half a block and I’ve been glared at, eyefucked, stepped on, jostled, and surrounded. What I wouldn’t give for the peace and tranquillity of my car in California. I know, I know, we have the worst traffic in the world, but you know what else we have? Space to ourselves. Temperature control. Room to breathe, the option to listen to whatever music or podcast or radio station we want, and the ability to HEAR IT in the quiet of our cars, while we sip an iced latte or brainstorm a line of dialogue.


I’m at the intersection at last, and the walk sign comes on, but I know better than to step toe off the curb. The first three cars don’t stop. Two of them slide on through, and the third honks, like the car is swearing at me, ordering me to not even think about it.


Know what else we have in California?


Mountains. Trees. The beach. Grass. (Both kinds.)


Before I know it, the red flashing hand of doom is back and I’ve lost my chance. I hang back, frustrated and embarrassed. Why can’t I get my feet to move? A few more people gather close and I tense up, preparing for full body blows as they fence me in. Then, as one unit, all of them cross the street! Even though it clearly says don’t walk! Apparently, they all have death wishes. I should have grabbed a shirt corner, let them drag me along with them. It’s probably the only way I’ll make it to Café Crudité.


Two more green lights and the walk sign comes back on. I force myself to dart, quick as I can, head down, barreling forward. Take that, mofos! Past the cheese shop and a Duane Reade and I’ve made it inside the café. I got off to a late start, but no one’s claimed the big table by the window, so the day is looking up. I promise myself I’ll be productive. I’ll spend the next six to eight hours toggling between my spec script and the Sweet Nothings portal to see if new clients have entered the system so I can nab one. The last four days I haven’t been quick enough on the draw, and my freelance checks are going to reflect it. I wonder if the other freelancers have installed some type of alert system and that’s how they’re able to beat me to the punch?


My stomach rumbles. All I have in my fridge right now are ketchup packets and half a bottle of Riesling, and I can’t spend my taxi money on an expensive quiche for breakfast, so it looks like another biscotti morning. (Café Crudité offers free “dayold baked goods” on a plate at the counter.) The place is mostly empty; just one person in front of me on line and no one behind. I watch in slow motion as the guy in front of me reaches his greedy hand straight for the free biscotti, aka My Breakfast. There are two left, enough for a sad, quasi-meal. I’m so hungry I feel saliva gathering in my cheeks.


I need the biscotti.


“Wait!” I bellow. It’s my “I’m in the hall” voice, weirdly resonant. I start over. “It’s just—those are mine, so …” I trail off in a normal voice.


The guy’s hand pauses in midair and he turns to look at me. He’s tall and tan, like the California dreams of my past, but there’s nothing easy, breezy, or ocean-sprayed about him. His dark hair sticks straight up, intense and angry, he wears hipster glasses he probably doesn’t need, and the not-quite-a-beard on his face can’t decide what it wants to be when it grows up. He looks like if Zayn Malik were a stressed-out dental student.


“How are they ‘yours’?” Zayn Malik, DDS, asks, complete with air quotes.


“You can have the day-old muffins,” I say, pointing. (Heh. They’ve got vegetables in them, but Hipster Glasses may not know that. He may not know “crudité” is vegetables.) “They’re bigger, more filling, and I’m doing you a favor by letting you have those instead,” I add, my teeth gritted.


“How magnanimous of you. They’re stale.”


“That’s why they’re free!”


“And they’re probably stuffed with zucchini or kale.”


Oops. He does know.


“The biscotti are already hard, they won’t taste any worse,” he snaps, reaching for them again. “The muffins will be CRAP. Besides, I was here first.”


His raging case of bedhead is infuriating. Someone’s fingers obviously clutched his hair in a moment of passion last night and he hasn’t bothered to make himself presentable. He thinks he’s Bringing Disheveled Back, the morning after Sexy had its triumphant return; he probably slept in late with his loverrrrr, leisurely feeding her eggs and toast in bed, and now he thinks he can have my breakfast, too? Still, he hasn’t picked up the biscotti yet, so maybe he’s open to reason.


“I always get the biscotti,” I mutter. I can practically taste them. “They’re saving them for me.”


The barista appears and hands the guy his grande coffee. Her name tag reads “Evelynn.”


“Are you saving the day-old biscotti for this insane person, Evelynn?” he asks.


“I’ve never seen her before, and no. It’s first come, first served.”


“I come here every day,” I protest. “Monday through Sunday, seven days a week.”


Evelynn shrugs. “I don’t remember you.”


“I bring you more business than he does,” I say desperately. “I’m a regular, every day since I moved to New York.”


“When was that?” Hipster Glasses says.


“A month ago.”


“Oh, wow, gosh, yeah, you’re like a LEGEND,” he says loudly. “‘The coffee lady!’ An entire month, you say? Yeah, that’s impressive … except I’VE BEEN COMING HERE FOR ALMOST FIFTEEN YEARS.”


He’s yelling at me. A complete stranger. In public! In LA, only celebrities could get away with that shit. The reptilian part of my brain shrieks, Retreat! but the hunger part of my brain replies, Don’t you fucking dare, so I stand tall. “How come I’ve never seen you, then?” I demand.


“Probably because I spread out my visits like people are supposed to do.”


“Maybe you could spread them out farther next time,” I reply. I know I sound crazy but he doesn’t need the biscotti the way I do. He’s a local, free to move about the city, whereas I’m stuck on this one block for the foreseeable future.


“Wait.” Evelynn snaps her fingers at me. “I do remember you. Bottomless cup of coffee, no food.”


“That’s not bringing them business,” Hipster Glasses points out. “It’s taking business from them.”


“Evelynn, I’ll give you ten cents for the biscotti,” I blurt out.


“Twenty-five,” the guy interrupts.


Evelynn looks between us.


“Seventy-five,” I counter.


“The point is they’re free,” Evelynn says slowly. “Because they don’t taste very good.”


“This’ll just be for you, Evelynn,” I remark. “Under the table. No need to declare it.”


“Two dollars,” Mr. Moneybags says, pulling the cash out already. “Final offer.”


“The point is they’re free,” I protest. I can’t compete anymore. I need the two dollars for my bottomless cup of coffee.


Evelynn pulls the plate toward her.


“Great,” the guy fumes. “Now no one can have them and no one’s happy ever again!”


“Wow, okay. ‘Ever again’?”


With gloved hands, Evelynn breaks both bars of biscotti in half. She swipes two broken pieces into my open hands, and two broken pieces into his. Why did she break them in half first? Was it the only way she had of showing her anger? Was it so we’d both still get two pieces, shut our mouths, and go away? Or was she reminding us who has the power in this scenario? (Irrelevant, I know. But those are the details that make up a character. I take note of them whenever I can.)


Biscotti pieces and crumbs secure in my fist, I order a large Americano and place seventy-five cents in the tip jar since that’s what I’d bid during the auction. My cheeks feel warm and I avoid Evelynn’s gaze when she hands me my order. Dramatic Sex Hair McGee got to scurry off with his ill-gotten bounty after yelling at me, while I had to stay there and accept the annoyance pouring off Evelynn like a heat wave. I mumble a “thank you” and pivot away. I can feel her eyes on me as I walk to my large, lovely window table, and I don’t blame her. I set my coffee down and—


Are you freaking kidding me? There’s a bag on the opposite seat, the nice long bench against the window. My window.


It’s a messenger bag with a front Velcro flap, one of those bright, one-of-a-kind upcycled jobs from Switzerland or something, made up of rubber tarps and an old seat belt that goes across the shoulder and clasps at the collarbone. It’s morally superior to every other bag, which is the only reason to buy it, and now it gets my table, too. Whoever owns it is elsewhere, so I could technically … push the bag off the bench and pretend it fell and I never saw it. Possession is nine-tenths of the law. I look left and right and lean over with my combat boot to tip it when …


“That seat’s taken,” says a male voice.


I freeze, caught.


And of course, of course, it’s the asshole again. To prove his point, he moves around the other side of the table and makes a show of lifting the messenger bag off the bench and plopping it in the middle of the table.


I pick up my coffee. “All right, geez. I’m going.”


Evelynn squints at us and I refuse to make another scene, so, with as much dignity as I can muster, I slink off to another table. He’d better not stay there long. He probably doesn’t even need it—he’s just one of those people who has to have the “best” of whatever’s available. It’s clearly the king table of Crudité, the rest of them surrounding it like peasant-subjects. The others are so tiny they don’t have room for my laptop and purse.


I wouldn’t be this angry if I hadn’t been in the middle of another shit morning in this shit city, or if my script were going well, or if I weren’t so hungry for both food and clients, and, okay, if he were average-looking. With his scruff cranked up to eleven, his deep brown eyes, his slim frame, and his thick hair, he’s ridiculously attractive, which means he’s never had to work on his personality, so he probably goes through life showing up anywhere he wants and people just give him stuff. Well, not this girl. I come from the land of models-slash-actors, so his exterior means nothing to me.


It’s the first time someone’s snatched the big table from me, but I’ll just have to wait him out. There’s no way I can work from my rathole; and there are no other cafés within my self-defined comfort radius.


It’s been forty minutes and he’s still there, lollygagging, his long legs stretched out within tripping distance of anyone who comes near. My coffee’s gone and I need to pee.


Leave, I order him telepathically. Leave! I get up to use the restroom, willing him and his stupid hair to be gone by the time I get back.


He’s not, though. When I return, he’s typing madly on his laptop. He’s got the look of somebody who’s settled in for, like, the duration. I open my laptop (perched on my actual lap for the first time in its existence, probably giving me thigh cancer) and log in to Best Foot Forward’s—I mean, Sweet Nothings’—portal and get the dreaded message: There are currently no ghostwriting jobs. We are working to attract more clients. Your patience is appreciated. While you’re waiting, why not add a line to the Drop-Down Database? Smell you later!


Beneath the message is the familiar logo of a sexy woman’s foot in a high heel. Guess they haven’t finished “scrubbing” the portal of all references to the prior name yet.


While I was hate-waiting for the Table Thief to leave, all the new clients must have been snatched up. This happens a lot; Clifford has so many independent contractors working for him that the ratio of ghostwriters to clients is lopsided. He says we’re expanding every day, and I believe him (I think), but it’s tough to earn regular paychecks this way. There are bonuses—so he claims—for getting clients across the finish line, but that hasn’t happened for me yet. I sigh and click over to the Drop-Down Database. One of Clifford’s ideas is a DIY package, wherein clients pay the company to access a list of timely, provocative subject lines and messages—categories include Flirty, Sassy, Sexy, Casual—and create their own buffet of communications to use on unsuspecting would-be matches. Every time I add to it, I get five dollars per line and the sinking suspicion I’m hastening my own demise by making my job obsolete.


I’ve sent out at least thirty résumés since I arrived in the worm-infested Big Apple, but for now, Sweet Nothings provides my sole income. I’ve got to make this work, even if it means logging in to the portal fifty thousand times a day.


Ping.


A new message pops up on my phone.


Why’d you ghost me?!!!


Oh no—did I mess up? Leave a job hanging when it was my turn to chime in? That’s a serious taboo in this business. We respond right away unless we’re under orders for strategic delays. My client Tess never signed up for that, so I gotta fix this immediately.


Oh gosh, I type, I’m so sorry, things have been crazy busy but I really—


Then I see who sent the message. Nick, not a client. Nick, the guy I was sort of seeing in LA. (Emphasis on “sort of.” He was Mary’s weed delivery guy, so our hours were … irregular.)


I didn’t ghost you, I correct him. I told you I was moving.


You didn’t respond to any of my messages! THAT’S GHOSTING.


No, that’s saying goodbye. Ghosting is a mystery that’s never solved.


Have a nice life, I GUESS. Your boss owes me 2k in back weed.


I’m sure that’s true, but what am I supposed to do about it?


You’ll have to take that up with Mary.


Block, move on.


For the next two hours I alternate between working on my spec script and logging in to the Sweet Nothings portal. On my sixteenth try, three clients have become available, so I frantically move my cursor to click on one of the boxes but I’m not fast enough because the screen refreshes into the usual wahwah: There are currently no ghostwriting jobs. The graphic has changed, at least, from the sexy foot to a person whispering something into another person’s ear. (Sweet nothings, one must presume.) At least the tech guys are keeping busy. It’s a much nicer look for the site. Now if only I could get a piece of the action.


I shoot another glare in Table Thief’s direction. I would’ve been quicker on the uptake if he hadn’t stolen my breakfast and workstation.


Two p.m. rolls around and he’s still there.


I mosey over to the counter—mercifully, Evelynn’s shift has ended, so I have an opportunity to seem normal to the current barista—and get a refill on my coffee. I stare longingly at a black bean and quinoa bowl. It’s the cheapest thing on the menu, but it’s still too rich for my one-client blood.


Back at my child-size table, an e-mail has arrived from Clifford. Probably another NDA to sign, or an updated protocol handbook (rumor has it he stole it from his prior company). I click the Dropbox link in the body of the text and music suddenly bursts out of my laptop speakers: The Weeknd, crooning loudly that, due to the way I work it, I’ve er-er-er-er-er-earned it.


What is happening! I stab my finger on the lower-volume key until the song is muted. The people in line raise their eyebrows. One of them shakes her head at me. And I just know Table Thief heard it, too.


Blushing, I put my headphones on, attach them to the laptop, and tentatively bring the volume back up, double-checking to make sure no one else can hear. It’s a video. Heart pounding, but convinced it will be a private viewing this time, I reload the file. Over a black screen, The Weeknd assures me again that I earned it. Then Clifford appears. He actually walks toward the camera like he’s approaching me across a room in real life.


“Greetings, Rockstar! Don’t worry, that song cost us nothing because it’s for parody purposes. But girl, you earned it.”


Does he have one auto-message for female ghostwriters and one for men? I wonder idly. And if so, is that offensive to either group?


“If you’re seeing this message, it means you totally powered up! Your latest client …”—a weird pause, followed by an over-dub in postproduction of—“… Tess Riley …”—before returning to his regular voice, “has deleted his or her dating profile. Which means you have a success story! Yes!” (Pause for over-dub again …) “Tess Riley … has found true love! What does this mean? It means YOU get a $500 bonus” (KA-CHING sound effect, with animated coins falling around Clifford) “and a DIY party in your honor. Check your mail, alligator, for a bubbly surprise. Most important for YOU, it means you automatically get the next client that comes down the pike. No need to scramble, it’s all yours. Congratulations, and have a great day or night.”


I’m still reeling from the unexpected communiqué from Clifford and The Weeknd, but there’s no denying it’s wonderful news. Five hundred bucks will pay for countless taxi rides. If I ever went anywhere, I’d be psyched.


It finally hits me, the reason it’s so difficult to nab clients in the portal: Most of them are filtered into the accounts of freelancers who’ve proven themselves. Clifford’s either a dick or a mastermind when it comes to motivation. Those with no aptitude for the job won’t even need to be fired; they’ll simply never get clients, without knowing why. Like being ghosted. I’m not sure how I feel about that, but regardless, I did earn it, dammit. Tess Riley wanted an architect, twenty-eight to thirty-seven, with a soccer-player body. She crossed her fingers for a man of South American or Dutch descent. Did I deliver? You bet your sweet ass I did!


Mateo Van de Berg was both.


I close my laptop and pack up, floating on a wave of satisfaction. Time to call it a day, leave on a high note (if only; some weed would be a great way to calm down for the trek home). A siren rages in the distance, drawing ever closer, and I cringe, reminded of what I’m about to walk out into. The city, alive and unrelenting, ready to toss me around like an old hacky sack.


I pass Table Thief on my way out. He glances at me and I look away just as quickly, but not before we make eye contact. I take a deep breath and push the exit door. And then, despite the noise and crowds threatening me, I smile, briefly, to myself. Because he doesn’t know it, but today is the last day he will ever sit there.









CHAPTER 3


To: All Tell It to My Heart Employees


From: Leanne Tseng


Re: Word of the Day


Team,


At the risk of sounding like a certain someone we all know and hate, the word of the day is “upsell.” This week, I want you to keep in mind that we are a full-service boutique with a variety of services to offer. Let’s help our clients take advantage of our talented pool of consultants. Take a deep dive into your clients’ files and see how we can help them to put their best foot forward.


Speaking of which, although we have not taken legal action yet, please be aware that we are looking into whether any intellectual property or other proprietary information has been breached by any companies offering similar—though obviously subpar—services. For our freelance contractors who may be doing business with said companies, we’re hoping to have this matter resolved as soon as possible without letting it affect your duties or loyalties to either.


Having said that, the ultimate goal is to get the company to a place where I can hire all of you as full-time staff who won’t have to spend half your week scrubbing off the newest inappropriate comment from your other boss.


Word of the day, folks. Word of the day.


Yours,


Leanne


MILES


Evelynn wasn’t kidding about the bottomless cup of coffee. I Am Legend is over there in her corner table, hunched over her laptop for almost the whole day, every now and again shooting a dirty look my way. But like I said, I’ve lived in New York City for fifteen years. If I can’t handle death ray eyes from some doe-eyed brunette, I deserve to have my MetroCard revoked.


By the way, even if she hadn’t told me, I’d have figured out she wasn’t from New York by virtue of her outfit. It’s the end of April and she’s in a tank top and shorts. We had a blizzard less than two weeks ago, which might—though really doesn’t—explain the combat boots. Although maybe it’s just her way of letting the world know she has a smoking hot bod but will also kick your ass if you stare too long. Which I can respect. Less obvious to decipher is the bizarre fingerless knit glove things that come up to her elbows and were clearly homemade by someone who was either drunk or gleefully looking to use the #nailedit hashtag. Wherever she’s from, it’s probably devoid of seasons and, let’s face it, culture. Maybe someplace utterly predictable, like Florida.


Whatever her story, I need to ignore her. Just like I need to ignore why I haven’t been to Café Crudité in six weeks. It’s not that this was exactly “our place,” mine and Jordan’s. But we used to go here sometimes, together, back when she lived around the corner with three roommates, back before we made the leap to cross a bridge and moved to a borough that didn’t start with “Man” and end with “holy hell, that’s how much you’re charging for this closet, but Jesus that is a nice terrace, I can fit a chair out there and have, like, outdoor space, where do I sign?”


I mean, we also made the leap to move in together, of course, but at the time, the Brooklyn thing seemed like the bigger deal. Sidenote: Last year Miles was such a douchebag.


And a moron. A goddamn romantic in this day and age—and at his age? Like it took him thirty-one years to realize that happily ever after literally belongs in a fairy tale. For children. As Gemma, the British girl I briefly dated before Jordan, used to say: what a nob.


But, anyway, this nob has stayed away from this café lately because there were too many memories of grabbing a cup of coffee on mornings after spending the night, or sometimes loitering here after dinner because they were lax about that and we didn’t particularly have a hell of a lot of money. Which was why when the TITMH offices vanished in a poof of whatever Clifford was smoking, it was my go-to place to park my ass and get some work done. Even if it was a bit of a trek from Brooklyn, coming here kept up my daily routine of heading out to “the office.”


Which is why I’m here, now. This is the last place I remember actually giving a shit about my job. And if I’m now forced, by threat of professional disgrace and unemployment, to try and show up as some semblance of former Employee of the Century Miles Ibrahim … this seems like the logical place to go.


I open up Jude Campbell’s questionnaire and read it. Then I reread it, again and again, until I memorize it. No more string quartet surprises for me. I click over to the three dating website profiles he’s linked out to and peruse them. I start to make notes on what we can change. He doesn’t have a lot of info out there, which is a rookie mistake. You don’t want to write a dissertation, but you do want to have enough content to show that you took time to fill the profile out. That demonstrates follow-through and dedication to the cause. Of course, there is a fine line between being thorough and TL;DR, which is a lot of where I come in. The words should be carefully chosen to reflect our clients’ (enhanced and copyedited) personalities; they should sparkle … but leave you wanting more.


I e-mail Jude, introducing myself as his Tell It to My Heart writer and asking him when he might be free to meet, letting him know I could do it as early as today. I’ve just hit send when music comes blasting from a corner table, warranting a glance in that direction.


It’s I Am Legend, whose face has turned bright pink, Bambi lashes fluttering as she frantically hits keys on her laptop. I’m pretty sure that’s a song from Fifty Shades of Grey. Is that what she’s doing here? Does hoarding free food while she watches soft-core porn in public get her off or something? I watch her for a second, curious whether I can discern if she’s turned on. Then I catch myself. Under no circumstances am I to be checking out women again, even if it’s purely anthropological.


A whoosh alerts me that I have an incoming message. An e-mail from Jude, who says he can meet at four p.m. today. Excellent. Eager and communicative is a good sign in a client. I e-mail him back with directions to Café Crudité.


Then I take out my phone to test myself on how well I’ve absorbed my client’s profile.


I open up 24/7, one of the scores of dating apps I have downloaded (as a work thing, of course, because I, myself, am obviously never dating again. The profiles aren’t even set up as me, but as a hodgepodge of background info I made up and pictures stolen from a Google Images search that I’m pretty sure are from a random Czech college brochure). I look over the twenty-four thumbnail images and short profile snippets that have popped up as the daily matches for “me.” And then I pick the five that I think Jude might be most likely to select. I hesitate, choosing between a financial analyst who plays softball on the weekends and a marketing coordinator who is a Pilates instructor. I end up going with Miss Pilates: probably has more free time along with being more limber. I’ll check my answers with Jude at the end of our meeting.


Now I just have forty-five minutes to kill before he gets here. I’m feeling a little hungry, but the biscotti are gone (obviously) and some desperate person even took the kale muffins. I glance over to the corner table and see that I Am Legend is on her way out too, throwing one last glare my way before she reaches the door. Fare thee well, Tampa Bay. You better toughen up fast or New York will break you within a week, sending you back to the sun-soaked swamps whence you came.


Despite my rumbling stomach, I decide against buying anything to eat. Even with my due diligence today, who knows if I’m still going to be employed next week, and I’ll be kicking myself if I have to skip out on dinner because I got tempted by a four-dollar cake pop. And now that Legend is gone, there’s no one interesting here to even look at/stare down as an unofficial tour guide on the Real New York Experience.


I take out my phone again. And before I know exactly what I’m doing, I’ve opened up Instagram and have navigated over to Jordan’s pregnancy post. This time, I only spend a minute or so looking at the picture itself before I get whirlpooled into the rabbit hole of comments.


In between the congrats and the OMGs are some real gems.


“Way to go, Miles and Jordan!” from Greta, the German foreign exchange student my parents hosted one summer. Aha! At least I’m not the only one who thought the baby might be mine. Though I should probably write her … not that I’m exactly sure how that e-mail is going to go:


Hey Greta,


Long time no talk. Hope you’re well. By the way, could you please defriend my cheating ex-fiancée from your social media?


Danke,


Miles


Then a simple “Congratulations” from … is this for real?! My aunt Fatma?


And then, as if she can sense both my impending breakdown and the incredulous thoughts I’m having about her own mother, I get a text.


How’s it going?


It’s Aisha, my cousin.


Is your Spidey sense on high alert? I write. Aisha has a knack—or I like to think we both do—for sensing the exact moment when the other person is in need of a check-in. It probably has something to do with both of us being only children. She’s the closest thing I have to a sibling, and vice versa.


I hope you are not looking at Jordan’s post. Or writing her. Or thinking about her, she writes.


Of course not, I type back. Why would I ever write her? I mean, aside from this morning, but obviously it was pure adrenaline steering that boat. But speaking of writing things, you might want to have a talk with your mother.


Oh God. What did she do now?


Oh, nothing, I type. Just congratulated my ex-fiancée on the baby she’s having with another man. On Instagram. NBD.


There’s a considerable pause before Aisha writes again. You know how they have parental lock features on phones? They should really have one that goes the other way too. FOR parents. I’ll talk to her. Again. I’m sorry.


I laugh despite myself. Honestly? It’s probably the first time I’ve laughed since Jordan’s “We need to talk.” So maybe you should thank her.


Do you need me to tell you Jordan doesn’t deserve you and you’re better off and you’ll be over her before you know it?


I type out No and then, thinking better of it, delete it and replace it with, It couldn’t hurt …


Well, then, she doesn’t deserve you. You are absolutely better off without her. And you’ll be over her much, much sooner than you think. It wasn’t meant to be.


I laugh, bitterly this time. I don’t believe in meant-to-be.


Yeah, right, she types back. This is Dumped Miles talking. Write me again in two months when you’re back to Secret Rom-Com-Loving Miles.


Hey, I write. It was never a secret.


True, she types back. Heart on Your Sleeve Miles. I’ll be waiting for you.


Yeah, yeah.


In the meantime … just delete Instagram from your phone.


I look down at my phone and hesitate. Can I really do that? I mean, can anyone really do that?


Yes, you can do it. Aisha responds to my brain signals again. And, trust me, I’ll be making sure my mom does too.


I sigh, and then click the buttons to remove the app. Fine. Anything else?


Yes. [image: image] you.


[image: image] you too.


And if I ever see Jordan again, I will 100% kick her ass.


I laugh. Aisha is about four foot eleven but does an intense kickboxing boot camp class three times a week. I wouldn’t take any bets against her. Thank you, I write back. Though maybe not in her condition.


You’re right, she writes. I’ll give her an IOU for … let’s say … 8 months postpartum?


Sounds fair.


The front door jangles and I look up to see a familiar face walking through it. Gotta run. My client’s here.


Ooh. Scope him out for me? I could definitely use a little extra work this month.


Will do.


I stand up as I put my phone away, calling out Jude’s name to get his attention since I have the advantage of knowing what he looks like. He’s got artfully styled reddish-brown hair and an equally well-groomed beard. His eyes are green and he’s almost definitely picked out his form-fitting T-shirt to highlight both them and his biceps, obviously a perk of his job as a personal trainer. If this was twenty years ago, and this guy was just trying to pick up girls in a bar … he definitely wouldn’t need my help.


As it is, it won’t even be a stretch to recommend Aisha’s photography services to him. Considering what he’s got to work with, and Aisha’s magic mix of the right lighting, the right poses, and her secret-sauce filter … I’m pretty sure she could make him look like Jude Law if she wanted to.


“Hello. Miles, is it?” he says, as he walks over toward my outstretched hand.


Yeah, the accent was the right choice. Sure, it might be a little hard to figure out exactly what he’s saying, but it’s probably just hard to hear over the sound of all the dropping panties.


“Yes. Hi, Jude. A pleasure to meet you. Please have a seat.” We shake hands, and he gets settled down at the table across from me. “Can I get you anything? A cup of coffee?”


“Oh, no, thank you,” he says. “I’m actually off of caffeine these days.” Noted. He thinks for a second. “But do you think

they’d be able to get me a cup of hot water with some lemon in it?”


“I’m sure that can be arranged. I’ll be right back.” I wait in line and give my drink order to Evelynn’s replacement barista, who doesn’t comment on the fact that I’ve been sitting here for hours and have now ordered something she has to give me for free. I leave a dollar in her tip jar for good karma.


“Ta,” Jude says when I place the mug in front of him, and then laughs. “Sorry, this is a little awkward, isn’t it? Meeting someone who’s supposed to be impersonating me.”


I put up my hands. “Don’t think of it like that. Just think of it like a coach. Or a copy editor. I’m helping you come across as the best version of yourself on paper. Or, you know, the screen.”


Jude nods. “Yeah, I’ve gathered I need some help in that department. The problem is, I absolutely never know what to write back, and then I forget, and before I know it I’ve accidentally ‘ghosted.’ Or something. That’s what a couple of the girls called it.”


I nod. “Writing is a skill set. You’re basically just hiring a consultant to help you with getting your foot in the door. No different than if you hired, say, someone to help you with your résumé.”


“Right, right.” Jude nods as he takes a sip from his mug. “So, how does this work exactly? Do I get to pick my matches?”


“Well,” I begin, settling into my spiel. “We essentially offer packages. So with your basic package, you can pick your matches and our goal is to get you to an initial in-person date. Now, you can always add à la carte services like, for example, getting one of our matchmaking consultants …” (Georgie, also known as Leanne’s assistant/graphic designer/social media manager) “… to help you select your possible matches. Another add-on we do is a photography package. Our photo consultant—who is absolutely fantastic by the way—can help with picking and enhancing your profile pictures,” I say, planting the seeds for throwing some work Aisha’s way. “We even have conversational coaches who can help with in-person dates.” That would be Giles, Leanne’s lawyer who—for reasons unbeknownst to us—owes Leanne some sort of epic favor.


“I see,” Jude says.


“Now, we do offer other packages. Our silver package will get you up to a third date and includes three photo enhancements built in, along with a phone consultation with our conversational coach. Or our gold package, which is the whole shebang: We will work with you up to and including a tenth date. We’ll set up a photo shoot and provide you with up to ten retouched and varying photo options for your profile. Our conversational consultant will be available to you on demand and can even surreptitiously attend a date to help you with your speaking skills via a headset.” Which we can only offer because no one ever picks the gold package. We certainly don’t own the equipment and I’m pretty sure Giles has no idea that’s even an option.


“Wow,” Jude says, nervously squeezing out the lemon in his drink. “Sounds very James Bond.”


I can sense he’s overwhelmed; time for me to rein it in with the perfect combination of self-confidence and ego boost. “We’ve had a lot of success with all of our packages. But in your case, I’d recommend the basic package. I don’t think you’re going to be needing too much help from us.”


“Really?” he says, looking up at me hopefully.


“Absolutely,” I say, not even really lying. From the corner of my eye, I can see the barista looking at him wistfully. I’m either gonna have this guy married off by the end of the year or surrounded by a harem—all depending on where he currently stands on the spectrum of relationship-seeking adult male. Though, usually, if they’re coming to us, they tend to be after something a little more serious. “And, if you happen to need any add-ons, we can take it from there.” I’ll bring up Aisha’s wunderskills at our next meeting.


Jude nods. “Okay.”
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