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“You want a date? Let me tell you my story.”

Ciara Whelan, ‘I want a date’ Episode 1

“I need a date!”

The thought hit me that morning when I collected the mail, and from that moment on, it began to whirl around in my mind at hurricane-like speed until my brain could no longer contain it, and it turned into words without my permission. 

A year had gone by since Mr. Trash, as I had decided to call my ex because He Who Must Not Be Named was a hackneyed nickname by now; had left, remorselessly breaking off a long relationship that everyone, including myself, had been sure was heading for the altar. 

During those twelve months I had faced, on several occasions, the well-known Seven Stages of Grief: I was furious for a while, in denial for a few weeks, depressed for more days than I like to admit, and so on; until finally acceptance came and I got on with my life.

At least I had thought so until that morning when the mail brought a delicate envelope addressed to me in old-fashioned, impeccable handwriting. Inside was a card notifying all his friends and family of the previously mentioned ex’s wedding in Europe, with several beautifully arranged photographs of the blissful couple on the day they exchanged their vows on a beach in Sardinia, Italy.

The fact that my ex considered me to be one of the friends who needed to be notified of the wedding only showed how stupid and self-centred he was, and the fact that he sent physical notices by mail was an irrefutable sign that he was still a pompous piece of shit.

What did he expect from me? A gift? A virtual round of applause?

As soon as I read the unfortunate missive, my single status, which up until that point had not been a problem and which even seemed modern and perfect for an adult woman in control of her own life, felt like a failure, one of the many tests of life in which I was failing and in which others, apparently with fewer qualifications, were succeeding. As if I needed any more reminders of that.

Welcome to my life!

The whole damn acceptance thing wasn't so real anymore.

I could live with my ex being happy, it would be good for karma and all that, as long as I was happy first.

“What are you talking about?”

Matias' dumbfounded expression, as well as his words, made me realize that my musings had slipped out of my mouth with less eloquence and meaning than I had expected, so I hid the envelope that had triggered them as best as I could under the pile of flyers and bills that I had taken out of the mailbox.

For some reason, the thought of publicly disclosing my ex's marriage, even if only to Matias, made me feel ashamed. I couldn't stop the sickening thought from creeping into my mind that it was all my fault. What else could explain the fact that just a year after he had left me, his immaturity and consequent inability to commit, which I had blamed for his flight, had disappeared as if by magic?

Fault = Mine.

“A date,” I said innocently. “I mean going out to the movies, maybe to dinner or the theatre, that sort of thing,” I explained, putting the mail to one side and finishing making the lightly toasted tuna mayo sandwiches that we would have for breakfast that morning. “I think it’s time now.”

“We’re always doing that, Ciara,” Matias said as he switched on the coffee machine and turned to the fridge for the milk.

“I mean romantic dates,” I replied, passing him the plate with his favourite sandwich on it before pulling an appalled face, “the kind I can’t go on with you because that would be like incest.”

“Like is the keyword,” he replied with a grimace as he passed me my mug of coffee with plenty of milk and two spoons of sugar. “It would look like incest, but it wouldn’t be.”

I rolled my eyes as I took the mug and placed it strategically beside my sandwich to take a photo for Instagram to say good morning to my mere four hundred followers. 

From an objective point of view, Matias and I were not related, and our biological differences began with our appearance. Matias was Finnish and a stereotypical Scandinavian: tall and almost platinum blond; while I, thanks to my Irish heritage, had red hair and the obligatory freckles and was short and, I must admit, a little on the plump side. I’m not a fan of lettuce!

But regardless of our different genetics, Matias had been a constant presence in my life for the last eight years. In good times, bad times, or just plain everyday times, he was there for me, and that was more than I could say for some uncles or cousins who shared my DNA.

I met Matias on my first day as a Journalism student at Emerson College in Boston. We were both practically kids, not yet of legal age for many things, and I immediately took it as a matter of honour to make the young Finnish boy, the only overseas student there that year, feel at home. After all, Boston was the city where I was born, where I grew up, and where I had lived all my life.

It wasn’t easy. As soon as the other students realized that poor Matias didn't know any Formula One drivers or play hockey, my friend became the boy who was too skinny, too tall, too blond, too smart, and with too strange an accent who came from a country that not many people could find on a map.

What nobody (except me after a few months) noticed was that Matias was the best friend that anyone could wish for: kind, loyal, fun, always in a good mood, and with better knowledge of general culture than most of the people around him. He could talk about anything, understand everything and give the right advice in any situation.

Plus, he was honest. There was no subterfuge with Matias, no hidden interests. What you saw was what you got, and you could always depend on him to say exactly what he thought. 

We were inseparable throughout our four years at university. Not even Mr. Trash, an aspiring publicist who I fell head over heels in love with at the beginning of the second semester, could keep us apart.

Matias and I studied together, compared timetables before signing up for subjects, and loaned each other our shoulders and liqueur supplies, whichever we needed the most when we were depressed, stressed, or someone had broken our hearts. 

Although after graduating we took different roads that led us to very distant places, or if I’m entirely honest, he took those roads because I stayed where I was, the relationship never broke down.

Matias pursued his dream to become a famous photographer, and boy, did he succeed. Two years after he left Boston he had already worked for the Times, Newsweek and National Geographic magazines, Vogue and Marie Claire. His schedule was always full, and his work usually involved trips to the most exotic destinations on the planet or shoots with models or celebrities. Sometimes both on the same assignment.

I, for my part, also sort of pursued my dream, a somewhat old-fashioned one these days, but that dream eventually turned into a nightmare. I moved in with Mr. Trash immediately after receiving my diploma, continued my studies with a Master's degree in Media and devoted myself to being a housewife without a home of my own.

Spoiler alert: Never, ever do that.

I studied, cleaned, did the laundry, had dinner ready at the right time and always accompanied him to his social and work commitments, trying to be charming at all his work Christmas parties. I strived to learn the family's age-old recipes from his mother, enduring harsh criticism with each of my attempts. 

My life seemed to be going as planned. I thought that was what I wanted until my de facto fiancé (because there had never been a formal proposal) received a job offer from New York that he announced to me with great fanfare, and we later celebrated passionately in the privacy of our love nest with candles, champagne, and salmon.

I was so stupid!

I thought he would take me with him, that we would carry on with our perfect life in New York.

Little Trash (sometimes he doesn't even deserve to be referred to as Mr.) was kind enough to inform me after our celebration that he was going to move the next day to his parent’s house and that the lease of the apartment, where we LIVED TOGETHER until that very second, expired at the end of the month. It would be up to me, with my incomplete Master's degree, unemployed and with a pile of student loans, to renew the lease and pay the rent if I wanted to stay in it or find a new place to live, all that with only two weeks ‘notice.

Can you believe it?

No, I couldn’t, either.

It was as if I had been fired from my official girlfriend position on some reality show hosted by a man with horrible hair.

For a few moments, I was sure that my brain had lost the fundamental function of processing what we hear and turning it into something understandable. Nothing made any sense.

That momentary lapse into madness helped me keep my cool, not to mention what dignity I had left, and stopped me from throwing a vase at his head, which would have been an extremely bad idea as, in hindsight, he would probably have sued me for assault or something like that.

Still in shock, denial or a combination of the two, I got out of there and then realized I had no one to call and nowhere to go. During our six-year relationship, Little Trash’s friends had become my friends, his hobbies had become my hobbies, his tastes had become my tastes, and I had been left alone, reduced to being someone's partner, and if the partner disappeared, then who was I?

My family wasn’t an immediate option either. They had never liked my boyfriend and to go and cry to them would only earn me every possible variation of “we told you so”. Nobody was better at that than my sister, also known as the ‘perfect woman’.

I had no choice but to call all I had left that was mine alone, the person who listened without judging and who would never use my flaws against me: Matias, who, luckily, wasn't in Africa or Milan. He was a couple of hours away, working in New York.

Doing his duty as a good friend, the best, the only one I had left, he caught the first flight he could find and as soon as he arrived, he volunteered to beat the shit out of Mr. Trash.

It took a lot to persuade him not to, firstly because Matias had made his mind up and secondly because, at that point, I would also have liked to see the cause of my misfortune on the floor, preferably bleeding and, most of all, pleading for mercy. Maybe even being taken to ER in an ambulance. That would have given the lowlife some idea of how I felt.

After convincing Matias, and myself, that violence wasn’t the answer, my Finnish hero decided to move back to Boston, claiming that it was time to invest his money in property. He had me out of the apartment before the lease was up, and he settled me in his newly purchased duplex which we decorated together.

From then on, as if by magic, my luck seemed to change: I finished my degree with good grades and managed, thanks to the cousin of a friend of one of the aspiring models Matias had helped, to get a job handling social media accounts for an online platform, one of those ones that talk about movies and TV series and report on the world of show business.

Although on the surface it didn't look like much -my parents used to say they had spent a fortune on my college education so I could spend my days playing on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram-, it was a job that I loved, and I had my own money. Not to mention that it allowed me to have a life of my own.

I discovered that I hate cooking; that it's ok to go out without making my bed first; that if I wake up in the morning and find there's no milk left in the fridge nobody will blame me; that romance novels are entertaining; and that nobody has the right to throw me condescending looks if they catch me reading one.

Moreover, my new job fed a secret passion: watching movies and TV series. 

Once I was forced, strictly for work purposes, to know when the new seasons of the most important TV series would begin; the difference between the Batman movies by Tim Burton and Christopher Nolan; who the most popular actors were; or how many children Kim Kardashian had, I discovered a frivolous side to myself that had remained dormant thanks to my former boyfriend, who expected dinner to be served promptly at 8 pm with the table laid with full sets of cutlery because one should never eat on the sofa.

Of course, even though my new life seemed to have been lifted from a screen: happy and independent, living with my best friend and eating take-out for dinner; in light of recent events, namely the envelope hidden under the pile of mail, it seemed that I had neglected one small aspect that I hadn't even thought I needed until that moment.

“People don’t go on dates anymore,” Matias exclaimed with a slightly mocking grin as he polished off his breakfast and rinsed his plate. “I think you’ve been watching too many of those reality shows on Netflix that have nothing real about them.”

“So how are people of the opposite sex supposed to meet and form relationships, Mr. Smarty-pants?” I asked, resting my hip on the kitchen counter while I took a sip of my coffee, which, by the way, was perfect. Even Starbucks didn't make my coffee as well as Matias did. “How do you get to know the women you date?”

“I can’t say I do know them, not really.” He grabbed my sandwich and took a bite to hide his cheeky smile. I slapped him away. “I get introduced to some of them at sessions...”

“Let’s leave the models out of this,” I interrupted him grumpily, holding my hand up in the typical stop signal. It was a globally recognized fact that famous people had peculiar ways of relating to each other. “I’m talking about ordinary mortals.”

He seemed to think about it for a while as if he’d never bothered to consider where his nocturnal companions came from.

“I go to a bar, I spot someone, or more often than not she spots me,” he grinned smugly, “and the next morning I try to find a way to get rid of her as quickly and with as little drama as possible.”

“You’re the worst!” I said, trying to sound offended, but in all truth, at some point while we’d been apart Matias had grown up and left his strange and inappropriate youth phase behind him. Now women seemed to run towards him as fast as they had run away from him in the past and none of those I had stumbled across during the famous drama-free mornings, as he referred to them, had looked dissatisfied or unhappy. “Don’t you want someone you care about? Someone to worry about you and share your dreams?”

“I have you for that,” he said, shrugging his shoulders.

“I mean it.”

“Me too,” he replied, staring at me with a solemn expression. Then he just sighed, like someone discarding an idea. “When you like someone, you just like them, and it doesn’t have anything to do with how you met them. But I can assure you that the stuffy old version of a date you have in mind isn’t going to work.”

“And why is that?” I asked as I rinsed my mug.

“Because the subject goes before the verb.” Seeing what must have been a ‘You’re talking Finnish, honey’ look on my face, he continued: “The correct way to handle this isn’t to say that you want a date. You have to say you want a date with... Unless you have the with, you’re just chasing an ideal that doesn’t exist.”

“And that’s from a man who has found plenty of verbs but no subject since he finished university, is it?” I asked grumpily as I grabbed my bag and headed for the door.

“I’m just trying to stay in shape, you know, hone my skills while I wait for my ideal woman to notice I exist.”

“If your ideal woman is a Victoria’s Secret model, I’m sorry to inform you it’s too late.”

I was about to tell him all about the scandal about the underwear company when I tripped over the enormous travel bag Matias had left near the door and almost landed flat on my face.

“Are you going away again?” I asked in confusion as soon as I managed to regain my balance.

“Ciara, honey,” his expression was a mixture of disappointment and irritation, “you’re so absent-minded. What am I going to do with you?”
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Chapter Two
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“Not all answers are on Google”

Ciara Whelan, ‘I want a date’ Episode 4

I cared little for the deeply philosophical version of relationships that Matias presented to me over breakfast. What's more, I was determined to prove him wrong. You can't want to have a relationship with if you haven't met the person yet. 

What the hell did Matias knows about relationships?

He hadn’t had a serious one since that Brazilian girl, I think her name was Gloria, who he was with for a few months right after I started dating Little Trash, so he was hardly the best person to advise me.

With the memory of Matias' ex still making me grimace involuntarily after all that time, I arrived at the offices of Boston's Watchers.

Though it could appear to be the sort of platform where a group of friends gets together to watch movies in their basement and film themselves, it was actually an office with cubicles where we discussed agendas, wrote scripts, edited videos and had a recording room that did indeed resemble a basement with the walls covered in posters of famous movies, funko collectables, replica swords and other nerdy items but which also had professional lighting and cameras that viewers couldn’t see.

In my cubicle, I checked the mail and the invitations that had arrived overnight, the new comments on the YouTube channel and had a look at the Twitter and Instagram profiles to measure the performance of the posts in terms of audience response. All the while, my mind kept wandering and wondering what the quickest way would be to meet a man and get him to ask me out.

It had seemed easy at university, there had been a whole campus to choose from and the candidates were more than eager. All you had to do was smile or, in some very desperate cases, go to the first party you could find and position yourself strategically among those not already half-naked or completely drunk. 

Nevertheless, I had to admit that after a long relationship that had kept me well away from the market, I wasn't sure whether things still worked the same way. Moreover, my standards apparently had increased with age.

Go figure!

“How does a single, professional, independent woman find a date?” I wondered as I remembered that belonging to the so-called weaker sex placed you at a distinct disadvantage as you had to wait for someone to ask you out. Or did you?

Maybe it was time to ask my good friend Google. You can find all the information you need on the Internet in this day and age.

If there were tutorials on how to make your laundry soap and compost for your garden or how to do your hair like Sansa Stark, how to find a date ought to be in the Top 10.

“Good morning, Ciara. Are you coming to the production meeting?”

Vanessa Chase's singsong voice greeted me over the half-wall separating my cubicle from the rest just before I Googled the best strategies for a woman to ask a man out. She did a twice-weekly video blog about books and it was, surprisingly, one of our most popular sections.

Who said BookTube was dead and was only the territory of teenagers?

Of course, her popularity was more due to the bohemian air that seemed to envelop her, turning her into a sophisticated hippie who would dramatically explain the plot of new publications, performing and acting as if she was suffering, throwing herself on the floor and pulling her hair out, than to the subject. It was also her job, when reviewing a movie based on a book, to quarrel with our movie expert over how terrible the adaptation was.

I enjoyed myself every time I had to post one of Vanessa's video blogs, and I followed her recommendations to the letter. As well as giving me books and getting me autographed copies, she was a fun person. She always seemed to be in a good mood.

“Yes, just let me jot a couple of things down,” I replied as I made a few notes in the huge agenda that I would take to the morning meeting with the entire team, where we decided what to publish and when.

Yes, I like having a handwritten agenda with me. I had the daily, weekly and monthly media plans in digital format on my computer, with colour codes and alarms that were linked to my mobile phone, but I also had a physical copy that I took everywhere with me.

It was, so to speak, one of those ‘weird’ things that were my signs of identity in an environment where everyone had their phones glued to their hands and felt unable to answer a simple question without checking their devices first to be sure of the data.

“There are some rather hurtful comments in your video from yesterday,” I said as I stood up and we walked towards the meeting room.

“A disastrous movie has already been made of that book, and now there’s a TV show coming where they’re trying to change the characters’ ages.” She threw her hands in the air. “My observations were entirely justified!”

I bit my tongue so as not to remind her that her comments, whenever she talked about a movie of one of her favorite books, were always “leave the book alone, Hollywood executives. If you want something different, write your own story!” She was always particularly scathing from the moment the first trailer was released for public viewing. The characters were never anything like what she had in mind. Not to mention the times she would throw books against the wall and shout at the camera: “Ladies, what's wrong with you? Wake up, wake up! Abusive men are not romantic!”

Yes, Vanessa was pretty dramatic and that was the secret of her success. There’s nothing more popular on the Internet than someone who everyone hates but can’t take their eyes off.

“Shall I give them the usual reply then?” I asked, making a mental note.

“Ever since you invented the ‘I’m not going to apologize for my opinion, though I deeply respect yours,’ response with all its possible variations, I feel like you took a weight off our shoulders. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

The meeting room was still half empty when we arrived, so I poured myself a coffee with two sachets of sugar and two pots of cream and gaze out of the window. We were on the third floor so it wasn’t very hard to see the world go by and, on that particular day, everyone seemed to have conspired to go out in pairs, reminding me of my dilemma. The question returned: where in this goddam city could I find Mr. Right who would enable me, in the not-too-distant future, to send Mr. Trash a fine envelope with a photo of MY WEDDING and also be a part of that population that walks in pairs and made unsuspecting single women look out of the window at work envious, or at least curious.

“Something tells me YouTube comments aren’t exactly what’s making you look so worried,” Vanessa said, following my gaze.

She had a coffee in her hand too, but hers was black and, I’d be willing to bet, sugarless.

Even if the way that media was consumed had changed over the years, one thing remained the same: people like to see pretty things on whatever kind of screen they’re looking at, and a slim figure is today's standard of beauty.

Why wasn't I born when being skinny was synonymous with illness and the desired figure was a chubby one?

“How do you get a man to ask you out?” I blurted out, shoving out of my mind the inevitable link between success and body mass that always made me feel a step behind those destined for success. 

“Do you have someone in mind?” she asked me with a little grin.

There was again Matias' theory of the subject before the action, the very one I was determined to overthrow.

“I was speaking in general terms,” I said with a vague wave of my hand to make it clear how general, even hypothetical, everything was. “I want to go on dates and I don’t know where to find candidates.” By now I felt like a complete idiot with no social skills whatsoever. How did I ever manage to get a boyfriend at college? Well, to be completely honest, he found me hiding under a pile of books and I could hardly believe that such a stunner was asking me out. “I bet you go on dates all the time.”

Vanessa’s loud guffaw was like a mallet, hammering in the truth of how stupid I was feeling. So much so that I was sure I was blushing.

“No, not much,” Vanessa was still laughing. “I can’t remember the last time I went on a date, actually I don’t think it went very well so my mind blanked it to protect me. Now I would rather limit myself to occasional encounters with the battery-powered gadget I keep in a drawer beside my bed.”

Oh, God!

I tried not to show my surprise at her revelation and forced myself to calmly swallow the coffee in my mouth without choking or spitting it out. I had always thought that the women who owned those gadgets only existed in books or occasional episodes of Sex in the City.

Anyway, I was talking about romantic dates where people find an ethereal, almost magical connection. And that didn’t have anything to do with sex, at least not at first. 

“But people do still go on dates, don't they?” I pressed her, a little concerned at the prospect of facing the harsh reality of single women in their early thirties that seemed to indicate that if they reached that age single, they would stay that way forever, finding empty, solitary sexual satisfaction more often than not and relying on artificial insemination to have children. “They're not a myth or anything, are they?”

“I think the myth is the existence of heterosexual men of our age who are still single and want a relationship. They’re a bit like unicorns,” she said with a grimace. “Have you tried any apps? Tinder?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head and probably with a horrified expression on my face. The idea sounded terrifying. I lowered my voice even more before adding: “There are probably loads of weirdos on there. You know, the ones that quote the teachings of Mister Spock and always wish the force be with you when they say goodbye.”

“The type we work with every day?” Vanessa giggled. “We’re not that lucky, nerds are sexy and they’re in fashion. You’re more likely to find guys who will send you photos of their dicks or, if they’re very daring, a video of themselves masturbating.”

“Really?” I asked with what I’m sure was a complete and absolute expression of horror.

“It isn’t that bad,” Vanessa said with a desultory wave of her hand. “You have to see the goods before you buy. Avoid deception. Anyway, we live with apps today, they’re like the crutches of our crippled existence. We do everything with our phones, they manage our social lives and a date is a social event, right?”

“Well, yes, but...”

“You can always just go out,” she interrupted me, obviously feeling my reluctance, “go to a bar, one of those where they show sports on TV.”

“A bar?” Matias’ explanation of his casual one-night encounters seemed to be a clear warning of the type of relationships the men who frequented those places were looking for. Anyway, I went to a place like that every Friday when Matias was in town and nobody had ever asked me for my number. “I think there are statistics that prove that that isn’t the right place to find a partner if you want them to stay after the sun comes up, and I’m not talking about the Tarantino cult movie.”

“You can always ask your friends to introduce you to somebody.”

Vanessa shrugged her shoulders as if she was running out of ideas and was embarrassed not to be able to help me more.

“Do you know anyone suitable?”

“If I knew anyone even half-decent, I'd keep him for myself. As I said, there isn't exactly an abundance of candidates.” My expression must have been pathetic because she quickly added: “I’ll keep an eye out.”

Feeling defeated, I sat down at the oval table and checked my notes while the room filled with people.

I focused on work. I liked Monday meetings: everyone talked about what we’d be doing that week and I could fill my agenda with ideas for posts and promotions for our content. There’s nothing worse than an empty work agenda. 

“That’s it!” I thought, and I had to make a real effort not to shout it out loud. I needed a working agenda and I needed information to create it: steps, places, strategies. My own Monday meeting!

In the movies, in books and even in celebrities’ lives, people met in the most casual ways and started beautiful relationships. However, I had been buying coffee at the corner café every morning, going to the supermarket in the evenings and even going to some of the Red Sox matches at Fenway Park like all self-respecting Bostonians should for some time but nobody had ever approached me with an ingenious comment to ask me out or bumped into me and instantly been entranced by my charms like in deodorant adverts.

Maybe it was because I was doing all of that without a specific intention, without a plan.

One of the first things you learn when you start to work in social media is that nothing happens overnight, you don’t go ‘viral’ by chance. It takes consistency, a plan and excellent SEO work to gain visibility.

All I had to do was investigate the right strategies for this case.

When I got back to my office, instead of getting to work on the thousands of notes I had made for that week’s promotions, I ran an internet search and discovered that, just as I had suspected, the dating thing had reached the academic field. There were even manuals you could download on how to behave with examples of disastrous, fun, or even promising encounters. 

That was good: the more information, the better the plan of action.

The trouble was, all those manuals and guides provided tips on how to survive the date or get asked out a second time by the same person, not on how to get asked on one to start with. 

So, I needed to find that little bit of missing information, that little detail that, although overlooked, was the most important one of all. If there was so much information out there on how to succeed on a date, there had to be a demand for that information, and that meant that people got asked on dates all the time and, according to recent events, ended up getting married on European islands.

All was not lost. 

I went onto my personal Instagram account, the one with its pathetic 423 followers and a very low percentage on the engagement scale, and checked out everyone who I went to college with. Most of them were no longer with the same partners they had when we graduated, but most of them were in a relationship.

Digging deeper, I resorted to Facebook because it provided more details of peoples' social lives, and I suspected that Vanessa wasn't all wrong. No, I don’t mean I thought those people had found their current partners on Tinder, I mean that most of them had been introduced by mutual acquaintances.

I called Matias. 

“Can’t you introduce me to somebody?” I asked without even saying hello. The noise I could hear in the background made me realize he was already at the airport. “Mattie?”

“Are you still going on about that?” he replied in an annoyed tone. “I’m not introducing you to anyone.”

“Why not?” I complained. “Am I not good enough for your friends?”

“You’re too good for my friends.”

“Oh, please!” I exclaimed with a snort.

“Most of them calculate a woman’s worth by the length of her legs or her bra-size.” Without meaning to, I glanced down at the 34Cs concealed by my buttoned shirt and resisted the temptation to look for a measuring tape to find out exactly how long my limbs were. “What would I do when one of those idiots treated you the way they would be nature-bound to?” Matias was starting to sound exasperated now. “When they didn’t call you again after the first date because you didn’t jump into bed with them, or because you did. I don’t have many friends in Boston, Ciara, and I’d rather not have to punch any of them in the face when things don’t work out.”

“But they might work out, don’t be such a pessimist.”

“My friends want a pretty girl to have a good time with and you want a man to pick you up from your house, open the car door for you, take you to a romantic restaurant for dinner and then give you a chaste goodbye kiss on the doorstep that makes you clench your toes. Am I wrong?”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“That even when it happens, it isn't real.”

“People fall in love, Mattie, they get married, and all of that has to start somehow.”

“Let me tell you a secret: most men are a bit slow on the uptake and before they realize how charming, intelligent and pretty you are, the only thing they’ll be thinking about will be how many times they’ll have to take you out for dinner before you’ll let them sleep with you. That’s why they always choose the easiest route: same result, less investment. I already told you, you have to want to have a relationship with somebody, not just have a relationship.”

“And how am I supposed to meet that somebody?”

“Open your eyes.”

I put the phone down on him without replying.

Though I was still annoyed with Matias, and even more so with the situation in general, I decided to follow his advice and opened my eyes. I even climbed up on my chair and looked carefully around the office because my research had found that some of my equals had actually found their partners at work.

Not all companies had policies against getting romantically involved with colleagues. There were none here.

I started to cast a critical eye over everyone around me, labeling them as I went: married, with a girlfriend, too young, too old, not even if he was the last man on earth, etc. 

“Are you looking for something?”

My boss, Neil, spoke behind me, making me jump like someone caught in an illicit act or surprised in the middle of the woods by some supernatural being with a machete or a chainsaw.

Needless to say, my chair wobbled, and for a few terrifying seconds, I thought I would crash to the floor. A sprain or a leg in plaster would make it even harder to find a date.

Neil steadied my chair and then offered me his hand like a Regency gentleman to help me clamber back down to the safe ground. With my feet planted once more on something that wouldn’t shake except in the event of an earthquake deciding to honor us with its unwanted presence, I looked at my boss, trying to look chastised, but he bore an amused expression that went perfectly with his faded jeans and orange V-neck sweater and made it impossible for me to look contrite. 

Neil was a charming man most of the time, a man who made you feel relaxed. He was such a good journalist that you always wanted to tell him all your secrets, and it helped that he had the air of an intellectual and successful nerd who had turned his passion into a profitable business with the help of his friends. Of course, there were times when it was best for your ear health to lock yourself in the bathroom, and they inevitably occurred when another channel uploaded a reaction before we did, visits weren’t keeping up their usual rhythms or someone missed an event organized by one of our advertisers. 
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