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​Chapter One - Everything I Know About Tuesday
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The coffee is already brewing when Cassidy gets downstairs.

This is one of eleven things she knows about Marcus Bellare that she has never said out loud: he sets the timer the night before. Not because he has to be anywhere early. Not because mornings are particularly hard for him. He sets it because he says the smell changes the quality of the first hour, and he is the kind of man who thinks about things like that — the quality of an hour, the architecture of a morning — and does something about it without making a production of it.

Cassidy knows this because she asked once, two years ago, and he told her, and she filed it away the way she files away everything about him: carefully, quietly, in a part of herself she doesn't examine too often.

She pours herself a cup from the carafe — her own coffee, which she makes separately, which Marcus has never once teased her about even though the elaborate ritual of it (the specific grind, the exact temperature, the glass vessel she brings from home because the office ones leave a metallic aftertaste) is, objectively, a lot. He just makes space for it. He moved the good outlet to her side of the counter six months ago without saying anything about it, and she has never mentioned that she noticed.

This is what it is to share a workspace with someone for three years.

The office is beautiful in the early morning in a way it stops being by nine. Auric occupies the top floor of a converted textile building in the flatlands east of San Jose — not the glamorous zip code, not the right neighborhood for the kind of optics they're chasing, but the windows are tall and the bones are good and Cassidy had fought for this space specifically because of the light. It hits the east wall at six-thirty at an angle that turns everything warm, that makes the exposed brick look intentional and the cluster of mismatched desks look curated rather than scrappy.

She has, over three years, made it look like a place where serious things happen.

Her monitor is at a specific angle. The coffee cups on the shared shelf are arranged largest to smallest (this was her doing; Marcus rearranges them by color, which is wrong, and they have reached a détente where he stops at color and she stops short of alphabetizing the mugs by brand). The throw pillow on the office couch is positioned at forty-five degrees because zero degrees is too neat and ninety degrees looks like an accident, and forty-five degrees looks like someone sat there recently and life is being lived here, which is the specific impression she wants a room to give.

She notices that she has already moved it from where she left it last night. She doesn't think about this.

She pulls up her laptop and opens the day.

The pitch deck has thirty-five slides, which is three too many and she knows it. She has been trimming it for three weeks. Every time she removes a slide, something in her chest objects — not because the slide is necessary, but because it represents a choice she made, an argument she constructed, and removing it feels like conceding a point to the universe. She removes three slides anyway. The universe accepts this without comment.

Auric is a UX analytics platform — which sounds, if you let it, like something designed to be explained at parties and then apologized for. Cassidy does not let it. What Auric does, in the version she has learned to give in under two minutes, is translate user behavior into design decisions without the six-week turnaround of a traditional UX research cycle. It watches what people actually do on a product, not what they say they do, and it tells you what to fix and why in language a non-technical founder can act on by Thursday. It is, she believes with the particular certainty of someone who has staked four years of her life on a belief, the product that makes every other product better.

Marcus built the engine. She built the story. This has been, so far, sufficient.

She hears his footsteps on the stairs at seven-fifty-two, which is two minutes earlier than usual, and she does not look up when the door opens.

"Morning," he says.

"The deck is down to thirty-two slides," she says. "I'm thinking twenty-eight by end of day."

A brief silence. Then: "Good morning, Cassidy."

She looks up.

He is standing in the doorway with the particular quality of stillness he has — not inert, not waiting, just present, inhabiting the space he is in without apparent effort. He is wearing dark jeans and a grey flannel open over a plain black shirt, and his beard is neat in the way it always is, maintained with the quiet precision of someone who cares without performing caring. He is holding his coffee.

"Good morning," she says. "The deck is down to thirty-two slides."

"You said that."

"I'm saying it again because I want credit."

The corner of his mouth lifts. "Noted."

He crosses to his desk, which is on the far side of the room, diagonal to hers, which is also her doing — she had arranged the desks when they first moved in and had put two degrees of separation between them without fully acknowledging why. He sets his coffee down. He pulls out his chair. He sits.

Cassidy returns to the deck.

This is their morning. It has been their morning for three years, and it is as familiar to her as her own name, and she does not think about how warm it is or how much she depends on it or what it would cost her to lose it. She is very good at not thinking about things like that.

At eight-thirty, Priya arrives.

Priya Chandok makes an entrance the way other people make statements — not because she tries, but because she is constitutionally incapable of being in a room without immediately improving it, which has the side effect of her arrival always registering as an event. She is twenty-nine, British-Nigerian, and the most technically gifted person Cassidy has ever hired, which is the primary reason Cassidy has not fired her for the secondary reason of Priya being absolutely impossible to manage.

"The deck is thirty-two slides," Cassidy says.

"It should be twenty," Priya says, dropping her bag on her desk without looking at it. "Jonah Whitfield's team will lose interest around slide eighteen. They've done three early-stage deals this quarter, they know what they're looking at, and every slide after eighteen is you performing confidence rather than demonstrating it."

Silence.

"Twenty-two," Cassidy says.

"Twenty," Priya says, and opens her laptop, and the conversation is over.

Marcus, across the room, makes a sound that is not quite a laugh. Cassidy does not look at him.

The morning proceeds. It proceeds in the way that good mornings do — with the particular efficiency of a team that knows each other's rhythms, that has developed a kind of professional shorthand where entire conversations happen in three words and a look. Priya finds two bugs in the demo integration and fixes both before eleven. Marcus spends an hour on a call with their backend infrastructure vendor and emerges looking faintly triumphant. Cassidy gets the deck to twenty-six slides, which she considers a compromise with herself.

At noon, she brings them both lunch — not because it is her job, but because she was thinking about lunch and therefore she thought about what Marcus would want (the place on Fifth with the grain bowls, and he will want the one with the roasted chickpeas, not the one with the falafel, because it's Tuesday and on Tuesdays he is inexplicably opposed to falafel, something she knows because she noticed and filed away and has never mentioned) — and she sets it on his desk without ceremony.

He looks at it. Looks at her.

"How did you know I wanted—"

"You always want the chickpea one on Tuesdays."

A pause. "That's not a pattern I'm aware of having."

"Most patterns aren't." She sits back down. "You're welcome."

He opens the container. He does not say anything else, but she can see, from her desk, the particular quality of his stillness — the attentiveness, the way he is tracking something — and she keeps her eyes on her screen and lets it go.

The afternoon is meetings. A check-in with their part-time marketing consultant (Loop 1, she thinks, without knowing why she thinks it). A review of the pitch logistics: they are driving together tomorrow morning, taking the inland route, which Cassidy has mapped herself and confirmed is twenty minutes faster than the highway in pre-nine traffic. She has the parking situation at Meridian Capital's offices confirmed, has the conference room name, has Jonah Whitfield's assistant's email saved with a read receipt. She has, as is her way, thought of everything.

Marcus reviews the route with her. He asks if she wants to drive. She says no. He says fine. She says the GPS sometimes reads slow on the inland route and to trust the directions she's printed, and he says he will trust the directions she's printed, and she believes him, and this is, she thinks, one of the better things about working with someone for three years: you know which agreements are real.

By five-thirty the office is quieter. Priya has left. Marcus is still at his desk, working through something that has put a slight crease between his brows, and Cassidy is nominally reviewing the pitch notes but is actually, she will admit to herself if to no one else, watching the five-o'clock light hit the east wall and turn everything gold.

He laughs — the real one, the low one, the one that is distinct enough from his polite laugh that everyone in the room takes it as a signal without being able to say exactly why. Something about the build, probably. Something only he found funny.

Cassidy looks away before he can catch her looking.

She gathers her things. She goes over her notes one more time. She says goodnight.

Outside, the evening is cool and clear and full of the particular possibility of the night before something important, and she walks to her car thinking about the pitch and the deck and the twelve remaining slides she might still cut.

She thinks, briefly, about Marcus's laugh.

She does not examine this.

She drives home.
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​Chapter Two - The Pitch and the Person
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The prep meeting starts at two o'clock and Cassidy has been ready since one-forty.

This is not unusual. Cassidy is always ready before she is supposed to be ready — she builds in buffer the way other people build in hope, which is to say: compulsively, and with the private understanding that if something goes wrong, it will not be because she didn't account for it. She is at the head of the long conference table with the deck open, her notes printed and color-coded (not because Marcus or Priya need the color-coding, but because she needs it, because the visual architecture of information calms her in a way she has never explained to anyone), and two spare phone chargers plugged into the strip by the wall because the Meridian Capital offices, she has confirmed, have a notoriously insufficient outlet situation.

She has confirmed the outlet situation.

She does not mention this to anyone. Some preparations are private.

Marcus arrives at two-oh-two and Priya arrives at two-oh-four and this is the order in which they always arrive and Cassidy finds this fact, for reasons she doesn't examine, quietly reassuring.

"All right," she says. "We have forty-eight hours."

"We have forty-eight hours," Marcus says, pulling out a chair. He does not sit immediately — he stands behind it for a moment, reading the room the way he does, that quiet calibration. "The deck is at how many slides?"

"Twenty-two."

Priya, across the table, makes an approving sound.

"The order is: company overview, problem statement, solution demo, market size, traction data, team slide, ask." Cassidy clicks through the deck as she speaks. "Marcus leads the overview and the technical explanation of the platform because Jonah Whitfield's team has two engineers on it and they'll respond better to that credibility coming from you. I take the market and traction sections because those are the numbers I can defend fastest under pressure. We split the Q and A by domain." She looks up. "Questions."

It is not a question. It is an invitation.

Marcus says: "The demo integration Priya fixed this morning — is that stable enough to run live, or are we showing the recorded version?"

"Live," Priya says, not looking up from her laptop. "I fixed it. It's stable."

"And if something breaks during?"

"It won't."

"But if."

Priya looks up. "Marcus. It won't."

He accepts this with a slight nod, which Cassidy has learned means he is not entirely convinced but has decided this is not the hill. She makes a note to have the recorded version queued as backup anyway, which Priya will notice and will not comment on, because they have reached an understanding about this particular form of redundancy.

"Logistics," Cassidy says. "We leave at seven-fifteen tomorrow morning. The pitch is at ten. Drive time is ninety minutes on the inland route, which gives us thirty minutes for parking and getting settled and any last-minute prep. Marcus is driving. I'm navigating." She pauses. "I've printed the directions. The GPS can be unreliable on the inland stretch past the interchange."

"I know how to drive the inland route," Marcus says.

"You know a version of the inland route. The version I've mapped is faster."

He looks at her with the patient expression that means he is choosing to agree rather than argue, which is different from actually agreeing, and which she has learned to accept as the functional equivalent for the purposes of a meeting.

"Is there a contingency for traffic?" Priya asks.

"There is always a contingency for traffic," Cassidy says.

"There's a specific one? Written down somewhere?"

"Yes."

"Okay." Priya returns to her screen. "Just asking."

Marcus has the particular quality of stillness that means he is paying attention to more than one thing at once — she can see it in his eyes, the way they move between the deck and her face and back, that quiet tracking. She keeps her voice brisk and professional and moves through the talking points she has memorized and printed and color-coded.

It occurs to her, not for the first time, that Jonah Whitfield's team might find the presentation more compelling if it came from people who appeared personally grounded. Invested, not just professionally, in the thing they were building. She has been turning this thought over for two weeks and has not done anything with it.

"One more thing," she says.

Marcus looks up.

"I've been thinking about optics." She says this carefully, which is how she says things she has not fully decided on yet. "Two co-founders who have worked together for three years. The investor due diligence on team dynamics is — it's real. The questions they ask about partnership stability."

"We have a track record," Marcus says.

"A professional track record. What I'm saying is—" She stops. Restarts. "It might be useful to seem more settled. Personally. As — as people who are stable in their lives and in this partnership specifically."

A beat.

Priya, without looking up: "She means fake dating."

Cassidy does not look at Priya.

Marcus is quiet for a moment. He turns his coffee cup once in his hands — slow, methodical, thinking. "You mean for the pitch."

"For the meeting, and the networking dinner the night before. We've been invited to that as a unit. The dynamic we present—"

"Cassidy."

She stops.

"I understand what you're suggesting," he says. His voice is entirely level. "And it's fine. If you think it helps." He looks at the deck for a moment. "It might. Jonah Whitfield's known for backing founding teams with personal stability, it's in three of his public interviews." He looks back at her. "It's a reasonable calculation."

She had prepared three more supporting arguments. She does not use them.

"Good," she says. "Then we're aligned."

"We're aligned," he agrees, and goes back to the deck.

She makes a note. She does not look at her hands, which are very still on the table in front of her.

The meeting ends at four. Priya packs up with the efficiency of someone who decided twenty minutes ago that the meeting was over and has been waiting for the official acknowledgment. Marcus lingers over the printed directions, and Cassidy can see him reading them the way he reads things — actually reading, not just looking. He folds them in half, precisely, and puts them in his jacket pocket.

"See you at seven-fifteen," he says.

"Seven-fifteen," she confirms.

He goes. Priya goes. The office settles into early-evening quiet, and Cassidy sits at the conference table for a moment with the deck open on her laptop, staring at the team slide. The photo is a professional one — they had hired someone for it eighteen months ago — and Marcus and she are side by side in it, both looking at the camera, both looking competent and well-lit and like people who have their lives together. It is a good photo. It does not look like people who fake-dated for investor optics. It looks like two people who have built something worth believing in.

She closes the laptop.

She gathers her things and goes home, and her apartment is quiet and beautiful in the specific way she has designed it to be — the exact proportions of color and texture and light that she has curated over four years, the Aesop candle on the console table, the row of spines on the bookshelf arranged by height and then by color, which she knows is not how Marcus would do it and which is, she thinks, fine.

She makes tea. She opens her notebook — a paper one, narrow-ruled, the third of a series she keeps for work because some thinking doesn't happen on a screen — and she goes through contingencies.

Contingency if demo fails: use recorded version, Priya has the file. Contingency if traffic delays: inner bypass, exits 14 or 16, adds four minutes. Contingency if Jonah Whitfield's lead partner is the difficult one (Chen, per LinkedIn): lead with infrastructure data first, not market projections. Contingency if Marcus does the thing he does with his jacket where he rolls the sleeves up and she loses twelve seconds of focus: she writes this and then crosses it out and does not rewrite it.

She sets three alarms for six-fifteen in the morning.

She reads for twenty minutes without retaining any of it.

She closes her book and sets it on the nightstand and lies in the dark thinking about the pitch — the arc of it, the moment after the traction data when she will look at Marcus and he will look at her and they will do the thing they have done for three years of presentations, which is to hand the room off to each other with the ease of two people who have learned to trust each other's timing — and she thinks about the way he said it's fine, if you think it helps, without ceremony or resentment, and she thinks about the photo on the team slide, and she thinks —

She is not thinking about Marcus. She is thinking about the pitch.

Her phone says 11:58pm.

She watches it, the way you sometimes watch a clock at the end of a long day.

11:58pm.

She blinks.

11:58pm.

The same minute. The same numerals, unchanged.

She sits up. Looks again. The numbers are the same. She watches them — one second, two, three — and then they change, and it is 11:59, and she thinks: I must have blinked twice, I must have lost a second somewhere, and she sets it down and lies back and closes her eyes and tells herself it was nothing.

She falls asleep.

She does not dream.
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