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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever walked into a room pretending to be fine, only to find the one person who could tell the difference. 
And for the people who make space for us to stop performing, put down the weight, and finally become the truest version of ourselves.
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  Chapter 1: A Professional Woman


The deceased had been a difficult man. 
I knew this not because anyone said so — the eulogies had been uniformly warm, the kind of warm that takes effort — but because of the way his adult children stood six inches farther apart from each other than grief usually requires, and because his widow had stopped crying at exactly the forty-minute mark and not started again. Forty minutes is the right amount of crying for a difficult man. Enough to honor the marriage. Not so much that you're lying.
I was standing near the hydrangeas with a glass of white wine I hadn't touched, wearing the expression of someone who had driven in from Columbus and was feeling it.
Ellen Marsh, Cousin. We'd met twice, maybe three times, at holidays. Close enough to be invited; distant enough that no one expected much.
The brief had been straightforward: the family needed to pad out the cousin contingent. The deceased's wife had a large, visible family. His side was thinner, geographically scattered, and two confirmed cousins had canceled within the week. The client — a nephew, early forties, the one who'd actually planned the service — had found Fill in the Blank through a friend of a friend, the way most people find us. He'd needed a warm body who could hold a conversation and wouldn't drink too much. He'd also specified: no one who would cry.
I don't cry at jobs. It's a policy.
"Ellen."
I turned. The nephew — my client, though I'd only spoken to him by phone — was making his way across the room with the slightly desperate energy of someone who had been managing logistics for seventy-two hours straight and was starting to feel it in his knees.
"Michael," I said. I'd practiced the name. There's a specific warmth you use for a cousin you've seen three times — fond but imprecise, the warmth of family obligation rather than family feeling. I deployed it.
He exhaled. Just slightly. People do that when the person they hired shows up and seems fine. "You made it. How was the drive?"
"Columbus to Evanston on a Thursday. I've had better."
He almost smiled. "Mom's over by the windows if you want to — she's been asking if any of the cousins were coming."
"Of course." I touched his arm once, briefly, the way you touch the arm of a cousin who has just buried his uncle. Then I moved toward the windows.
The widow was seventy-three, small, and had the posture of a woman who had spent decades compensating for a difficult man by being relentlessly gracious. She was talking to a pair of elderly neighbors and doing it well — the neighbors were doing most of the talking, which is what you want at these things. I waited for a gap, which arrived when one of the neighbors leaned in to say something to the other, and then I stepped forward.
"Mrs. Calloway. I'm Ellen — Robert's cousin, on his mother's side." I took her hand in both of mine. The two-hand hold is for funerals and hospital visits only. It says I'm here without saying anything that requires a response. "I'm so sorry."
She looked at me with the focused attention of someone trying to place a face she couldn't quite place, which was exactly right, because Ellen Marsh was someone she couldn't quite place.
"You came all the way from Columbus," she said finally.
"Of course I did."
She squeezed my hand. The neighbors smiled at me with the benevolent approval reserved for family members who show up. I had been in the room for eleven minutes and had already justified the nephew's investment.
This is the part of the job I'm good at: the management of small rooms. Funerals, family parties, office events, the occasional wedding where someone needs a seatmate with social skills. I read the temperature of a room quickly — who needs talking to, who needs leaving alone, which conversations are performing grief and which ones are actually having it, where the difficult clusters are forming and how to redirect foot traffic away from them. It's not a skill I learned. It's a skill I had at seven, managing my parents' dry-cleaning shop during the Lunar New Year rush when half the neighborhood came in at once and my mother needed someone to keep the line moving while she worked the counter. I just professionalized it.
I circulated for two hours. I spoke to the adult children individually — the daughter who'd been crying, the son who hadn't, the younger one who kept refilling his plate and didn't seem to know what to do with his hands. I let Michael find me twice when he needed to look like he had family present. I told a story about Robert at Christmas that I'd prepared in advance, specific enough to be plausible, vague enough to be unprovable, and it landed warmly with his widow, which was all that mattered.
At the two-hour mark I said my goodbyes. Columbus was a long drive. People understood.
Michael caught me at the door. He pressed my hand. "Thank you," he said, with the specific sincerity of someone who cannot quite believe this worked. "Really."
"He would have wanted family there," I said, which was true of almost all deceased people and cost me nothing.
I found my car, sat in the driver's seat for a moment, and pulled a business card out of my jacket pocket.
Ellen Marsh, Cousin.
I looked at it for a second, then dropped it in the cupholder. I'd had two hundred printed in a batch four years ago and I was still working through them. The economics of disposable identity: you never need as many cousins as you think.
I drove home.
The drive back to Logan Square took forty minutes in light traffic. I passed through Evanston without stopping — there was nothing to stop for — and the expressway was doing what Chicago expressways do on Thursday evenings: not quite moving, not quite stopped, the specific limbo of a city in the process of commuting. I didn't mind. The car is one of the few places where being stopped is acceptable because you haven't chosen to be stopped.
I thought about Mrs. Calloway's posture. The way she had received me — with gratitude, with the vague warmth she extended to all of Robert's family, the category into which I had placed myself smoothly. She had believed I was Ellen. Not because I was especially convincing but because she was grieving and the grieving state is not a skeptical one. People in grief want the room to be what it's supposed to be. I gave them that.
This is the part of the job that people don't understand when I try to explain it: I am not deceiving anyone. I am providing what they already need. The cousin who shows up to the funeral isn't a false thing — the cousin is the function, and I perform the function, and the function is real. Whether the specific person performing it has a blood relationship to the deceased is a question nobody at a funeral is asking.
I had never once left a job feeling I had done something wrong.
I noted this and filed it under: occupational ethics, stable.
Fill in the Blank started because I was good at being other people. The more accurate origin story is that I was good at reading what a room needed and becoming it, which is not exactly the same as being other people, though the output looks similar from the outside. I had done it my whole life — at my parents' shop, at school, at every job I'd had before I realized the skill itself was the job. The business formalized something that had always been running in the background.
The business card was the founding document, technically. I still had the original box somewhere — two hundred cards, Ellen Marsh, Cousin, ordered in a batch at 2 a.m. after three people at that wedding asked for my card. I'd printed them as a joke. Then the calls came.
The first year I ran four jobs and thought of it as supplemental income. The second year I ran nineteen jobs and started a proper intake system. By year three I had contractors, a rate sheet, and a waiting list. By year five I had rules, which is how you know something has become real: when you need rules for it.
The no-partner-role rule was the important one. I'd learned early that the emotional architecture of a romantic performance was different from any other kind. Siblings and parents and colleagues created a specific kind of pressure; partners created something else, something that operated on different frequencies and had a way of generating complications that lingered past the job. I'd seen it happen with two contractors and one client and that was enough. Rule established. Rule held.
Five years, forty-three completed jobs, and I had never once had to think hard about it.
I parked. Sat in the car for a moment with the Ellen Marsh business card in the cupholder and the city doing its city things outside the window. A couple walking a large dog. A delivery cyclist. The particular hum of Logan Square on a Thursday evening, specific and ongoing and indifferent to whatever I'd been doing in Evanston.
My apartment is in Logan Square, second floor of a three-flat, 1,100 square feet. I know the square footage because I measured it when I moved in and I have found it useful information approximately once, when I was calculating whether I could fit a second desk. I could not.
The apartment is organized in a way that visitors sometimes describe as minimal and I describe as functional. Everything has a location. Nothing is on the floor. The color palette was not chosen for aesthetic reasons; it was chosen because a neutral background is the best backdrop for thinking, and I do most of my thinking here.
I changed out of the funeral clothes — charcoal blazer, gray trousers, the boots with the modest heel that read as respectful without reading as trying — and hung them in the section of the closet reserved for neutral professional attire. The section next to it held warmer colors: the florals and the knits and the soft things that read as approachable and kind. The section next to that was for the jobs that required looking like someone who belonged somewhere specific — the linen for the shore house wedding, the particular shade of navy that worked for corporate events in certain industries. A costume for every occasion. It's efficient.
I put on sweatpants and opened the refrigerator.
The pad thai was from Tuesday, which meant it was fine. I eat leftover pad thai standing at the counter because eating leftovers at a set table feels like an occasion I haven't earned, and I've never been able to explain this to anyone's satisfaction, including my own. I ate it cold. It was fine cold.
My laptop was open on the kitchen counter, the intake queue visible in the browser tab I'd left open that morning. Three new requests since Tuesday. I tilted the screen toward me without picking it up.
A wedding in Naperville: plus-one, mid-July, outdoor ceremony, client had noted easy-going, can handle heat. I flagged it for Becca's roster. Becca runs hot, emotionally, which sounds like a liability but is actually an asset at weddings — people want a plus-one who cries a little at the vows. It's validating.
A retirement party in River North: corporate adjacent, client wanted a colleague who could discuss project management methodology if pressed. I made a note: confirm Becca's availability first, if not available assess for contractor pool, do not send Jaylen because Jaylen once improvised an entire product roadmap at an office party and three people tried to schedule follow-up meetings with him the next day.
The third request I hadn't read yet. I'd seen it arrive — the timestamp said 4:47 p.m., which meant whoever sent it had been sitting on it all day and finally caved in the late afternoon, when the particular anxiety that drives people to Google fill-in services for family events tends to peak. I know the hour. It's almost always between four and six, or after eleven at night. Never in the morning. People are more rational in the morning.
I put the pad thai container in the recycling and rinsed my fork.
My phone buzzed on the counter.
Becca: how was the funeral
I typed back: Professionally.
The three dots appeared immediately, which meant she'd been waiting.
Becca: did anyone cry
Me: Several people.
Becca: did YOU cry
Me: It's a policy.
Becca: you need a hobby
Becca: a real one
Becca: not "organizing my filing system" again
I set the phone face-down on the counter.
This is an ongoing conversation. Becca's position is that I work too much and feel too little, delivered with the cheerfulness of someone who would rather say the true thing than the comfortable one. My position is that I have built a functional business that provides a genuine service and that I find the work satisfying. Both of these things are true. We have agreed to disagree about what they add up to.
I picked up my phone again.
Me: The filing system is not a hobby. It's infrastructure.
Becca: good night addy
Becca: 🙂
I closed the text thread and looked at the intake queue.
Three requests. The two I'd already reviewed. The third, sitting unread at the top, timestamped 4:47 p.m.
I pulled out the stool at the kitchen counter and sat down. Opened my laptop properly. Moved the cursor to the third request.
The name in the sender field: C. Navarro.
I clicked open the form.






  
  Chapter 2: The Reliable One


The group chat had been active for nineteen days. 
I knew this because I'd checked the timestamp on the first message — Aunt Patricia, sent at 7:14 a.m. on a Tuesday, which told you everything you needed to know about Aunt Patricia — and because I am the kind of person who notices the timestamp on the first message of a nineteen-day family group chat while pretending not to be paying attention to it.
The chat was called Navarro Reunion Lake House SUMMER!! The three exclamation points were Patricia's. Nobody else would have done that.
I was eating lunch at my desk. Turkey sandwich, same as most Tuesdays, because I'd discovered years ago that having a default lunch eliminated a category of decision I didn't need to be making in the middle of a workday. The structural load calculation on my screen was giving me a problem — a transfer beam on the fourth floor of a River North mixed-use that wasn't distributing the way it should — and the sandwich was secondary, which was fine, because it was a default sandwich and not a sandwich I needed to be present for.
The problem with the transfer beam was interesting. The group chat was not interesting. And yet.
I picked up my phone.
Patricia: Good morning everyone!! Just a reminder that the reunion is THREE WEEKS AWAY and I need final headcounts for the sleeping arrangements by Friday!! Love you all!! 🌊☀️
Marco: 🙌🙌🙌
Marco: also can we bring a dog this year
Patricia: Marco we talked about this
Daniel: whose dog
Marco: hypothetically
Nancy: Caleb are you coming alone or bringing someone
I put the phone face-down.
The transfer beam was more interesting than this. I knew the transfer beam was more interesting than this.
The problem with the transfer beam was that the architect had specified a span that was theoretically possible but practically inefficient — it distributed load unevenly toward the west wall in a way that wasn't dangerous at current specifications but would require additional reinforcement if the building's intended use changed, which it would, because they always did. The engineer before me on this project had flagged it and deferred. I did not defer flagged things.
I worked through the calculation. There was a configuration using two smaller beams in parallel that distributed the load correctly and would actually reduce material cost by eleven percent. The architect was going to be annoyed because it changed the aesthetic of the open floor plan. The architect was going to be wrong to be annoyed. I started drafting the modification memo.
This was the thing about structural problems: they had correct answers. You applied the right method, you got the right answer, you moved forward. The problem was closed. You did not lie awake thinking about whether the beam had feelings about being modified.
And yet the question sat there, face-down on my desk, the way that questions from Nancy sit — precise, unanswerable, patient. Nancy had been asking some version of that question at every family event for three years. She'd gotten better at the delivery. She used to ask it like a question. Now she asked it like an observation, which was worse.
I turned back to the load calculation.
The beam problem was clean and solvable. I had designed buildings that stood through Chicago winters, through the specific lateral forces of a city that had opinions about wind, through the accumulated weight of everything people put inside structures and assumed would hold. I was good at this. The problem had a correct answer and I was going to find it.
Seventeen minutes later I picked up the phone again.
Patricia: Nancy good question!! Caleb honey are you seeing anyone??
Marco: ooooh
Daniel: asking for a friend
Daniel: the friend is Patricia
Patricia: Daniel!! 😂
Nancy: 🙂
Nancy's smiley face was doing a lot of work. Nancy's smiley faces always did a lot of work. She had a gift for the smiley face that communicated entire paragraphs — in this case, something along the lines of I asked first, I'm not letting this go, and I'm also very comfortable waiting.
I had not responded to any of this.
This was, in retrospect, not a strategy. Not responding to a question in the Navarro family group chat does not make the question go away. It makes the question louder, longer, and eventually in-person, which is the worst version of the question. The in-person version comes with eye contact and follow-up questions and, if Aunt Patricia is involved, home cooking deployed as emotional leverage. I have never successfully resisted home cooking deployed as emotional leverage. My grandmother has observed this weakness for thirty-four years and considers it a character flaw.
The reunion was in three weeks. Aunt Patricia's lake house in Michigan, same as every year, same cast of characters at full volume for a long weekend. I had been going to the lake house since I was eight years old. I knew the layout, the rhythms, the specific way the dock creaked in the morning, the fact that Marco always burned the first round of anything on the grill and then produced something excellent on the second round, the chair on the east porch where my grandmother sat every afternoon because the light was right there from three to five. I knew all of it.
What I did not know how to do was walk into it for the third consecutive year as the family member who was doing fine, had nothing to report, was happy to hear about everyone else's lives, and would like everyone to please stop looking at him like that.
I was thirty-four years old. I was a structural engineer at a firm I respected, making partner ahead of schedule. I had a clean apartment in Wicker Park with good light and a coffee setup I was genuinely proud of. My family loved me. My work was good. My life, by any measurable standard, was working.
And every year, at the lake house, someone would look at me over dinner — Patricia, or Marco, or my grandmother with her specific way of looking through people rather than at them — and I would feel the specific weight of being the responsible one, the capable one, the one they called first, the one who had held things together since I was nineteen years old, and I would think: I would like, just once, to arrive at this lake house without a question I don't know how to answer.
My father had died at forty-nine. Heart attack. No warning, no preamble, just there and then not. I had been halfway through my sophomore year and had come home and looked at my mother and my siblings and had understood, without anyone saying it directly, that something had reorganized itself. The shape of the family had changed and someone had to be the new load-bearing point.
I had been nineteen and I had been available and I was good at holding things. So I held them.
Fifteen years later I was still holding them, which was fine, which was what you did for people you loved, and which had also meant that I had spent fifteen years being the person everyone else put things down near, and I had not quite figured out how to be the person who put things down too.
Hence the Google search.
I am not proud of the Google search. I want to be clear about that. The Google search happened at 4:52 p.m. on a Thursday, which is not my finest hour, and it happened because I had closed the load calculation, answered fourteen emails, had a call with the River North client that went well, and then sat in the quiet of my office for six minutes thinking about the lake house before I opened a browser and typed: hire a date for a family event Chicago.
The results were, largely, alarming.
There was a website that appeared to be for something that was not what I was looking for. There were three services that looked like they had been designed in 2009 and not touched since. There was a Reddit thread I read for four minutes and then closed because it was making me feel things I didn't need to feel on a Thursday. There was an escort service that used the word companionship four times in the header copy, which is four times too many.
And then there was Fill in the Blank.
The site was not what I expected. It was clean — spare, actually, the kind of design that implies the service doesn't need to oversell itself. No stock photos of laughing couples. No testimonials. A single paragraph explaining what the service was, written in language that was professional and oddly direct, and then below that, an intake form.
I almost closed the tab. I'm aware of that. It would have been the rational choice and I'm generally a rational person. The rational person closes the tab and goes back to the load calculation and deals with the reunion like a normal adult by simply attending it alone and answering Nancy's questions as briefly as possible. I've done this before. It's uncomfortable and finite.
Instead I read the intake form.
It asked good questions.
Not the questions I expected — not describe the event and what are you looking for in the generic way of someone who has never thought carefully about the problem. It asked what specifically made this event difficult to attend alone. It asked what the family dynamic was and what kind of presence would help rather than complicate. It asked the client to describe their ideal stand-in in three words.
I sat with that one for a while.
The practical and unsentimental answer was: convincing, low-maintenance, good with large families. But the form was asking something slightly different. It was asking what I needed, which is a question I'm not asked very often, possibly because I give the impression of a person who does not need things. I have cultivated this impression carefully over thirty-four years and it has generally served me well and occasionally cost me something I could not calculate precisely.
Three words.
I sat with the field for a while.
Then I typed.
I filled out the rest of the form with the specificity it seemed to require. The reunion weekend. The lake house in Michigan. The family — large, warm, loud, three generations, bilingual, the kind of family that greets people like they've been waiting specifically for them and means it every time.
I got to the end of the form and looked at the submit button for approximately thirty seconds.
Then I submitted it and closed the laptop and went to make a coffee because I am an adult with a master's degree and a valid professional reason to not think about this for the rest of the evening.
•   •   •
The confirmation email arrived the next morning while I was in the shower. I know this because I checked my phone immediately after getting out, which is a habit I'm aware is not ideal, and the email was already there: Your booking request has been received. A practitioner will be confirmed within 48 hours.
Practitioner. The word choice was doing something. It made the thing sound clinical, professional, considered. It made it sound less like what it was, which was: a grown man who had booked a stranger to attend a family gathering because he didn't want to answer Nancy's question for the third year in a row.
I stood in my bathroom in a towel reading the email twice.
The email was spare. No name. No description of who was coming or what they'd look like or how this actually worked in practice. Just the confirmation, the dates, the logistics, and at the bottom, in small text: Your practitioner will make contact 48 hours before the event. Please do not share booking details with family members or other attendees.
That last line landed the way it was meant to. This was a real service run by someone who had thought carefully about what could go wrong and had built rules around it. The rules implied experience. The experience implied this happened enough to require a system.
I put the phone down and got dressed and made the coffee and did not think about it.
This was, as strategies go, partially successful.
I called Nancy at nine-thirty because I had a normal sibling question about whether she was driving up with Marco or taking her own car, which is a completely normal thing to want to know, and Nancy answered it in four seconds and then said, without pausing: "So are you bringing anyone to the lake house?"
"I might be," I said.
There was a silence. In the Navarro family, silences from Nancy are data.
"Might be," she said.
"It's not confirmed."
"But there's a person."
"There's a possibility."
Another silence. I could hear her deciding how to ask the seventeen questions she now had in a way that would get me to answer them, which is a Nancy specialty developed through years of practice.
"What's her name?" she said finally.
"I'll let you know when it's confirmed."
"Caleb."
"Nancy."
"Are you actually—"
"I have to go, I have a nine-forty-five."
I didn't have a nine-forty-five. Nancy probably knew I didn't have a nine-forty-five. But she let it go, which meant she'd gotten enough information to be going on with and was now going to think about it for two weeks, which was somehow worse than the alternative.
I hung up and sat in my kitchen for a moment.
Then I went and packed my suitcase, even though the reunion was eleven days away, because I am a person who finds the act of packing organizing and therefore soothing and I refuse to apologize for this. I packed methodically — layers for the lake weather, the right shoes for the dock, the shirt Nancy would tell me made me look like I was trying. I packed a fourth pair of socks because you always need more socks than you think you'll need at a lake house.
Then I looked at the fourth pair of socks for a moment and removed them, because eleven days was not three weeks and I was not going to be the person who packed eleven days in advance and brought a fourth pair of socks.
I put two of the remaining three pairs back in the drawer.
Stood there.
Put one of them back in the suitcase.
Closed the suitcase.
This is a man, I thought, who needs things to be correct.
The group chat produced three more messages while I was packing.
I read them without responding. Marco had sent a photo of something he'd found at the bottom of the lake house storage room — a framed cross-stitch that said Lake Hair Don't Care, which he found hilarious and Patricia found charming and which would, I knew, end up back on a wall somewhere. Daniel had responded to Marco's surfing question from four days ago, which was the speed at which Daniel sometimes processed things. Nancy had sent nothing, which meant she was watching.
I added a third pair of socks. Removed it. Added it back.
This was a man, I thought, who needed things to be correct and was increasingly uncertain what correct looked like in this particular situation.
The suitcase was packed. The fourth sock was in it. The book I wouldn't read was in the side pocket. The shirt Nancy would comment on was hanging in the front of the bag so it wouldn't wrinkle.
Everything correct. Everything prepared.
I still had no idea what was going to happen.






  
  Chapter 3: Intake


The intake form for C. Navarro arrived in my queue on a Wednesday morning, which I mention only because Wednesday is my administrative day — the day I review new requests, update contractor schedules, reconcile invoices, and generally run the operational side of Fill in the Blank with the kind of focused attention I cannot give it when I'm also managing active jobs. 
Wednesday is my favorite day of the week. I realize this is a strange thing to admit.
I opened the form with my coffee still hot, which is the ideal condition for reviewing intake forms — caffeinated, unhurried, the apartment quiet except for the elevated train two blocks over, which I stopped hearing approximately six weeks after I moved in. The queue had four new requests since Monday. I worked through them in order of arrival.
The first two were routine. A plus-one for a gallery opening in the West Loop — easy, send Jaylen, he has opinions about art that are convincing without being exhausting. A sibling stand-in for a family photo session in Naperville — the client's estranged brother hadn't responded to any contact and she needed someone for the holiday card, which happened more often than you'd think and was one of our cleaner jobs: two hours, minimal conversation required, the camera does most of the work. I flagged that one for Becca's calendar.
Then C. Navarro.
I read the form twice.
This was not standard procedure. I read most intake forms once, efficiently, the way I read anything — extracting the relevant data, flagging what needs flagging, moving on. I read C. Navarro's form twice because the first time through I had the distinct impression that something about it was different, and I wanted to verify that before I attached any significance to it.
It was different.
Most clients fill out the intake form the way people fill out any form they find slightly embarrassing to be filling out — quickly, vaguely, using language that keeps a comfortable distance from the actual situation. They write family gathering when they mean my mother will not stop asking about my love life. They write professional event when they mean my ex is going to be there and I panicked. They write plus-one needed and then a series of requirements that, assembled together, describe a very specific person they have not yet managed to meet in real life.
C. Navarro had not done this.
C. Navarro had described the situation with a specificity that was, frankly, slightly startling. The event: a Navarro family reunion, one long weekend, a lake house in Michigan. The family: large, multigenerational, warm, bilingual, the kind that greets people like they've been expecting them specifically. The challenge: three consecutive years of attending solo, increasing family attention to this fact, a grandmother described as perceptive and not easily fooled and an aunt described as well-intentioned but relentless. He needed someone who could hold a conversation in a large group, who wouldn't require managing, who could handle warmth without being overwhelmed by it.
It was the three-word field that I kept coming back to.
Most clients write things like friendly, attractive, easy-going. Or professional, articulate, presentable. The three-word field is where the embarrassment tends to surface — people reach for words that are easy to say, that describe a surface rather than a need.
C. Navarro had written: warm, convincing, unflappable.
I sat with that.
Warm was standard. Convincing was reasonable and more honest than most — most clients wrote believable or natural, which meant the same thing but felt less like an admission. Unflappable was the word I kept returning to. It's not a word people use about a date. It's a word people use about someone they're going into something difficult with. It implied that the situation was going to require steadiness, that he'd thought about what could go wrong, that he wanted someone next to him who wouldn't flinch.
It was, as intake forms go, unusually self-aware.
I assigned it to Becca and moved to the fourth request in the queue.
The fourth request was a corporate holiday party in the Loop, mid-December, client needed a plus-one who could discuss supply chain logistics if the conversation went there. I read it, made a note, set it aside. Becca's capacity was going to be a problem — she was already running three active jobs in the next six weeks and the holiday season always pushed volume up. I needed to either pull from the contractor pool or redistribute.
I called Becca at ten-fifteen.
She answered on the second ring, which meant she was between things. Becca is between things frequently. Becca's schedule is structured the way a jazz composition is structured — there's a logic to it, but you have to be Becca to follow it.
"How's the load?" I asked.
"Manageable," she said, which from Becca meant she was running at approximately ninety percent and did not want to discuss it. "What do you need?"
I walked her through the queue. She confirmed Jaylen for the gallery opening, confirmed herself for the family photo in Naperville. When I got to Navarro she said "mm" in the tone she uses when she's listening and also thinking something she hasn't decided to say yet.
"What?" I said.
"Nothing. What's the event?"
"Family reunion. Lake house in Michigan, one weekend. Girlfriend role." I flipped back to the form. "He wants warm, convincing, unflappable. Family is bilingual — Spanish would be an asset. You're the obvious choice."
"Sure," Becca said. Then: "When is it?"
I gave her the dates.
She went quiet. "I have the Glenview thing that Saturday."
I checked. She was right. The Glenview booking was a full-day job, a family reunion of a different kind — a client whose parents were visiting from out of state and who needed a college friend to fill in some social history that hadn't quite happened the way he'd told it. The kind of job that ran long.
"Can you move Glenview?"
"Client already confirmed the date."
I looked at the Navarro form again. The contractor pool had nothing available: Marcus wasn't warm enough, Priya was out for August, Jaylen already booked. I should have called the client and offered alternative dates.
Instead I looked at the intake form for the third time.
Warm, convincing, unflappable.
I take sibling jobs. Parent jobs. Friend jobs. The occasional colleague. I do not take romantic partner jobs because romantic partner jobs are the ones that generate entanglement, and entanglement is the thing most likely to compromise the operation. I built this rule at twenty-seven and I have not once had reason to revisit it.
I revisited it.
The reasoning I used was this: technically, I would not be playing his romantic partner. I would be playing his sister. The file had been flagged — incorrectly, as it turned out, because Becca's filing system is organized on principles I have never been able to fully reverse-engineer — as a sibling job. I had accepted it from the queue as a sibling job. The fact that the client had originally requested a girlfriend and had received, through the machinery of our intake process, a sister instead, was technically an administrative discrepancy that I would resolve in person.
I would go to Michigan as his half-sister. This was a sibling job. I was available. The logic held.
I am aware the logic did not hold.
I updated the assignment in the system — my name, not Becca's — and sent the client confirmation.
Then I opened a new document and typed: JENNIFER MUNSON-NAVARRO.
And started building.
Jennifer was the daughter of Caleb's father's first marriage — a relationship that had ended before Caleb was born, which explained the distance, the unfamiliarity, the fact that they had met perhaps twice at family events without yet becoming close. Jennifer's mother had remarried. She'd grown up in Portland, which gave her a specific kind of person to be: a little outdoorsy without being aggressive about it, left-leaning without being evangelical, the kind of person who uses the word intentional unironically but only occasionally.
Graphic designer. I chose graphic designer because it's a job that explains a lot of things at once — the aesthetic sensibility, the freelance flexibility, the reason she could take a long weekend in Michigan without explaining it to a manager. It also gave her opinions about visual things, which are useful at family gatherings because everyone has a house and most people have feelings about their house.
I gave her a specific laugh. Not a loud laugh — a surprised one, the kind that surfaces when something is genuinely funnier than expected. It's a useful laugh because it reads as unguarded, and unguarded reads as authentic.
I gave her a reason for coming to the reunion: the death of a relative she'd met briefly, years ago, had made her think about the parts of her family she'd let go dormant. She was trying. She wasn't sure what she was trying toward, exactly, but she was trying. That kind of ambiguity reads as real because it is real — it's what most people feel about estranged family and nobody ever says it out loud, which means when you say it out loud it lands like the truest thing in the room.
I worked for two hours. The document filled out.
At some point I called Becca back.
"I'm taking the Navarro job," I said.
A pause. "You don't do girlfriend roles."
"I'm not doing a girlfriend role. I'm doing a sibling role. The file was misflagged."
"Addy."
"It was misflagged, Becca."
Another pause, longer. I could hear her deciding whether to say the thing she was thinking.
"The file that I misflagged," she said carefully, "was originally a girlfriend booking."
"Which is now a sibling booking."
"Because of my filing error."
"Correct."
"So you're taking a job that exists because I made a mistake, which happens to fall outside your stated rules, and categorizing it as—"
"A sibling job. Yes."
Silence.
"Becca."
"I didn't say anything."
"You were going to."
"I was going to say that's very creative of you," she said. "And also that you could just reassign it to me once Glenview is done."
"The timeline doesn't work."
"Then you could cancel and refund."
"I don't cancel."
"Addy—"
"It's a sibling job. I'm available. The client confirmed. It's done." I looked at the document on my screen. Jennifer Munson-Navarro, half-assembled, already starting to feel like someone real. "Can you do the rehearsal Thursday?"
A pause. Then, with the particular tone Becca uses when she has decided to stop arguing and start watching: "What time Thursday?"
"Seven. Bring questions."
"Oh, I'll have questions," she said.
I didn't ask what she meant by that. I had a reasonable guess and I didn't need the confirmation.
I went back to the document. Kept building.
At the bottom of the page I had written, in a note to myself: Jennifer shares several traits with A.M. — observational, dry, tends toward understatement. Adjust where needed to distinguish.
I read the note. Made a small sound that was not quite a laugh.
Left it.
•   •   •
The review process had a second phase that most clients never saw: the cross-reference check. Once I'd built the character's immediate answers, I ran a set of follow-up questions that a curious family might ask — not the obvious ones, but the ones that came three questions deep, when people were comfortable and asking from genuine interest rather than social courtesy.
What was your apartment like growing up? (Jennifer: a two-bedroom in northeast Portland, her mother's plants everywhere, a spare room that became her studio when she was thirteen.)
What do you do when you're not working? (Jennifer: climbs, badly. Goes to a specific farmers' market Saturday mornings. Has been attempting sourdough for eight months with inconsistent results.)
Have you ever been to Michigan before? (Jennifer: once, years ago, passing through. She remembered Lake Michigan looking like an ocean.)
This last one was useful. It gave her a first impression of the region







