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            sawyer

          

          a.k.a. the girl who really, really hates plain espresso

        

      

    

    
      Shivering from the icy wind blowing from the East River, I scan the Starbucks before I dare step inside it.

      Whew. No beards on the baristas, nor on any of my fellow caffeine junkies.

      Oh, and… wow. One of the patrons is a broody, clean-shaven guy who must be the most stunning specimen I’ve ever seen. Tall, broad-shouldered, with chiseled everything, he looks like he belongs in Hollywood instead of here on Wall Street. His neatly cut hair is jet black, with just the tiniest, flattering touch of gray at the temples, and unlike me with my puffy jacket, he’s not wearing anything over his clearly bespoke suit, which only enhances the⁠—

      Crap. His piercing gray eyes catch me staring, so I quickly look away.

      Shit. What was I thinking, ogling him? I have to focus on the task at hand: the most important interview of my life happening in twenty minutes. The reason I’m here is to get the caffeine necessary to boost my odds of success.

      Gritting my teeth, I pointedly ignore the dark and handsome Suit as I waltz up to the barista and order a matcha latte.

      “What size?” she asks.

      I sigh. “Venti.”

      As always, the programmer in me is annoyed at the inconsistent names for the cup sizes. They start with “Short” and “Tall,” but the latter isn’t anywhere near their biggest size. For those, they arbitrarily decided to switch to an Italian (or maybe Spanish) word for “big” with “Grande” (which is, again, not their biggest size), followed by two Italian numbers representing the actual number of ounces in the drinks. Well, at least in the hot drinks.

      It’s like they designed their sizing convention while backpacking through Europe drunk and stoned.

      “Would you like anything else?” she asks, making me realize I’ve been staring at her this whole time, like a perverted owl.

      “No. Just please don’t make it too hot. Thanks.” I tap my card and ask for access to their bathroom.

      Once inside, I take care of business, then take off my hat and make my hair more presentable for the interview. Since Octothorpe is right next door, I should be able to get there without a hat. For that matter, I don’t need my puffy jacket either, so I take it off and adjust my pantsuit.

      After exiting the bathroom and walking to the pick-up counter, I stand in such a way that I can sneak glances at the Suit without him seeing me.

      “Sawyer!” the barista shouts.

      Ah. Great. I run over and take the cup from her hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the hottie move toward me, but then he stops.

      Good. I don’t really have time for him to pick me up—if that’s what he was about to do.

      I need to head over to the interview.

      I dart for the door and step outside into the cold, taking a greedy gulp of my latte… only to spit it out, like I’m auditioning for The Exorcist.

      The drink tastes so bitter it’s like licking a cactus dipped in grapefruit juice. And if that weren’t enough, it’s also hotter than dragon jizz.

      Turning on my heel, I step back in—and hear the barista call my name again.

      Huh?

      What’s even weirder is that the Suit walks up to the counter and takes the drink she’s holding.

      Wait a second. Is that why he⁠—

      Yep. As if to confirm my suspicion, when he tastes his—I mean, my—latte, he cringes.

      Fuck me. How is it possible that he looks so good with such an expression on his face?

      “This isn’t what I ordered,” he growls at the barista. “Whatever this is, it tastes like it was made from grass and drowned in a tub of sugar.”

      “I think there’s been a mix-up,” I say to both him and the barista. “My name is Sawyer—and yours might be as well.”

      His gray eyes widen. “I thought I heard them call my name earlier, but then you went to get the order, so I thought I misheard.”

      “I’m sorry.” I approach him and catch a whiff of a delicious woodsy scent, the kind that has always given me girl wood. Doing my best to hide it, I extend my hand with the cup filled with bitter grossness. “Here. I only took one sip and I’m in good health.”

      “I can give you new cups,” the barista offers. “Or make new drinks.”

      “I’m in a rush,” I reply. “I’m fine taking his.” I gesture at Sawyer. “That is, assuming you’re not sick or anything.”

      “I’m in perfect health.” He takes his cup from my hands, and his fingers brush mine, making the fine hairs on my arm stand on end from the surge of electric awareness that blasts through me.

      My breath catches, and it’s all I can do to mutter something along the lines of, “You do look healthy,” as he hands me my cup. Our fingers brush once more, and this time, the zing goes directly to my clit.

      “Thanks,” I say on a gasp.

      “No problem,” he replies and sips his drink with such gusto you wouldn’t believe it was liquid despair.

      I take a dainty sip of mine too, trying to ignore the fact that by drinking from a cup after him, my lips are touching where his did, making this a kind of kiss by proxy.

      “You really like that concoction?” he asks, studying my expression.

      “I do,” I reply with a slight eyeroll. “Do you like yours?”

      He looks down at his cup. “It’s espresso. Everyone likes it.”

      “Maybe with sugar and cream,” I counter. “Not straight like that.” Also, if I had that amount all at once, my heart might burst from my chest and bounce off the walls.

      “I’m in it for the caffeine,” he says. “But the taste isn’t bad either.”

      Sure it’s not—if you have no taste buds. “I got this for the caffeine too, and since my drink is green tea based, the caffeine will release slowly into my bloodstream.”

      He cocks his head. “Why can’t you just drink another caffeinated beverage later?”

      “Because I’m going to an interview.” And really should get going instead of blabbing with him.

      “Oh. Good luck then,” he says. “And I’m sorry if you overheard me criticize your drink. I usually don’t yuck other people’s yum.”

      “No problem. I’m sorry if I implied that yours is more bitter than the child of Ebenezer Scrooge and Miss Havisham.”

      He scoffs. “My drink is the normal kind of bitter—from coffee. There’s a reason they sprinkle it on things like tiramisu. Yours, on the other hand, tastes like dried poison ivy.”

      This time, my eyeroll is less subtle. “Matcha is in more desserts than coffee. Have you never had green tea ice cream? And in Japan, they use it in a million other sweets—there’s even a matcha KitKat.”

      He smiles, and it feels like winter has instantly turned into sunny summer. “Are you interviewing to be a lawyer?”

      “Shit. The interview.” I turn toward the door. “I have to run.”

      “I get it,” he says. “I’ll walk with you as far as I can.”

      Nodding, I sprint outside, jacket slung over my arm, only to feel a large, strong hand land on my shoulder.

      “You’ll freeze to death,” Sawyer says. “Put on your jacket.”

      Who died and made him my keeper? “You’re wearing only a suit yourself.”

      “I work right there.” He points at the door that is my destination.

      “Oh.” I turn to him. “Octothorpe?”

      Disappointment flits across his face. “That’s where your interview is, isn’t it?”

      I nod. “Why, are you going to be my boss or something?” I know it’s crazy, but I really, really don’t want him to turn out to be my boss—or anyone else it would be a bad idea to date. Which is crazy. I need all my focus to be on this job and not⁠—

      “Not your boss, no,” he says. “I’m guessing you’re interviewing to be a developer for our trading platform?”

      “Yes. That’s the job I want.” I take a big gulp of my latte.

      “That team works with mine,” he says. “Which is why I was asked to interview you later today—if HR and your potential teammates like what they hear.”

      Crap. “I hope you won’t hold the coffee incident against me.”

      He waves that off. “I’ll judge you based on your qualifications only.”

      We walk up to the revolving doors, and he lets me go first, then rotates them for me.

      “She’s here for an interview,” he informs the security guy once we’re both inside.

      “I’ll still need to see some ID,” the security guy replies.

      I hand over my driver’s license and soon find myself waiting for the elevator with Sawyer in an uncomfortable silence.

      “It sure got chilly quick,” I say, shifting from foot to foot.

      Sawyer’s expression turns arctic. “I can’t abide small talk.”

      What? Is that an actual thing, or is he upset with me for some reason? “You seemed fine talking to me earlier.”

      “I don’t have a problem with a real conversation,” he says. “Only with trite air movements.”

      Wow. “Okay. What constitutes small talk?” I need to know what to avoid in the elevator—and during the interview that I’ll hopefully have with him.

      “Weather—obviously. But also, tired questions like: ‘How was your weekend?’ or ‘What are your plans for vacation?’”

      The elevator comes at that moment, and as we step inside, he presses forty-three for me and then forty-four, presumably for himself.

      So we won’t be working on the same floor? There go my fantasies of running into him by the proverbial water cooler.

      “Okay then.” I take a big sip of my latte. “I guess we could discuss the answer to life, the universe, and everything?”

      He grins. “That’s easy. The answer is forty-two.”

      “Seems like we both like The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy,” I reply. “But wait. Is talking about books considered small talk?”

      “Books—no. But movies… maybe. Did you know that in the first Harry Potter book, Harry discovered that he’s a wizard on page forty-two?”

      I chuckle. “Obviously he would.”

      “And is it a coincidence that the Titanic was going forty-two miles per hour when it hit that iceberg?”

      “Wow. That got dark quickly.” I catch another whiff of his sexy scent and fight the urge to step closer to him.

      “You want even darker? Elvis was forty-two when he passed away… assuming that he did.”

      “How about something less bleak?”

      He shrugs. “Molybdenum’s atomic number is forty-two.”

      “And molybdenum is…”

      “An element that just so happens to be the forty-second most common in the universe.”

      The elevator stops.

      “This is me,” I say. “I hope I see you again, since that’ll mean I did well on the prior interviews.”

      “Me too,” he says.

      It takes all my willpower not to do something crazy, like kiss him. Instead, I force my legs to move and carry me out of the elevator. It’s not until the elevator doors close—and his woodsy scent is gone—that I’m able to get back to my senses, shake off all the libidinous thoughts, and chug the rest of my latte.

      “Hi,” says an aggressively attractive receptionist as I approach her desk. “Can I help you?”

      I tell her who I am and why I’m here.

      “Take a seat,” she says.

      As soon as I sit down, a sturdy woman lumbers over, her hand outstretched.

      “You must be Sawyer Baker?” she booms in a rich baritone reminiscent of Barry White.

      I leap to my feet. “You’re Mrs. Ramsey, right?” When I accept her handshake, my hand looks like that of a doll in hers.

      “Mrs. Ramsey is my Nanna.” She pushes her ginormous bejeweled glasses higher up her nose. “Call me Henrietta.”

      “Of course, Henrietta. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Grinning, she squeezes my hand to the point where I almost squeal in pain, then blissfully releases it. “Follow me, dear.”

      As we walk, I scan faces for beards, but thankfully, I see none. Additionally, most of the men here are attractive—though none as hot as my namesake. Oh, and the women are also unusually pretty.

      As we progress deeper, I spot a ping pong table, a dozen bean bag chairs, and countless whiteboard walls covered mostly in doodles. The vibe is that of a startup—or kindergarten—and the last thing I’d expect to see on Wall Street.

      “Henrietta,” says one ridiculously tall guy as we turn the corner. “What are your plans for the weekend, considering this weather?”

      Sawyer is lucky he’s not here for this double whammy of small talk.

      Henrietta bats her eyelashes at the guy so hard her glasses seem to float up. “Jasper, you rascal, I can’t fly to the Bahamas with you. I’m a married woman.”

      What? Jasper doesn’t seem surprised by what she says. He actually winks and says her husband is a lucky man.

      “That’s what I keep telling him.” Henrietta stares into Jasper’s eyes and licks her lips.

      Jasper either didn’t notice the lip thing, or has learned to ignore it, because he doesn’t even blink an eye. Nodding at me, he says, “New recruit?”

      “Oh, where are my manners?” Henrietta gestures at me. “This is Sawyer Baker. She’s here for an interview. If all goes well, she’ll be on your team.” She drags her gaze away from Jasper and looks at me as she adds, “Sawyer, this is Jasper Knight. He joined the company relatively recently, so he might be a good person to ask questions—if you’re hired, of course.”

      Jasper smiles at me. “I was just looking at your resume. Impressive.”

      “Save it for the interview,” Henrietta says. “Come, Sawyer. Dreamatorium awaits.”

      At least I think she says “Dreamatorium.” It could also be “crematorium” or “moratorium.”

      Nope. Dream is the root of the made-up word—as that’s what it says on the door of the meeting room we’re entering.

      “Take a seat,” Henrietta says.

      I carefully perch onto one of the Herman Miller chairs surrounding the long mahogany conference table, and she sits opposite me.

      “All right,” she says. “Tell me a little about yourself.”

      “Sure.” I go into my prepared spiel. “I’ve recently graduated summa cum laude from MIT, where I majored in Computer Science and minored in Finance. For the last two years, I worked as a software developer at MIT’s Finance Department and⁠—”

      Henrietta emits a loud snore, which—combined with the fact that her eyes are closed—makes me realize she’s fallen asleep.

      Am I that boring, or is she narcoleptic?

      I clear my throat.

      Henrietta blinks her eyes open. “Very impressive,” she says, as if nothing’s happened. “Why do you want to work here, at Octothorpe?”

      Obviously, I’m not going to tell her the truth: that according to my intensive research, this company is the most surefire way to financial independence. Instead, I tell her how impressed I am with how quickly Octothorpe is becoming indispensable in almost every sphere of life. I also claim that I’ve always wanted to work for a company on the cutting edge of technology, and that it doesn’t get any more cutting edge than Octothorpe.

      The latter is very true, actually.

      “Yes, yes,” Henrietta says. “We’ve gone over the edge.”

      Gone over the edge? Doesn’t that mean losing control and becoming unstable?

      “So, tell me,” Henrietta says. “How would you describe the color yellow to a blind person?”

      Ah. This. Octothorpe is famous for weird interview questions, so I’m prepared—or as prepared as you can be.

      “I’d describe yellow using other senses. I’d tell them to think about how they feel on a warm sunny day, and about the tartness of a lemon, and the scent of daffodils, and⁠—”

      “Thank you,” Henrietta says. “What are your thoughts on garden gnomes?”

      I hate them as much as I hate other bearded monstrosities. But I don’t tell her that.

      “Garden gnomes have a decorative appeal,” I say diplomatically instead. “And I think their origin is German, so⁠—”

      “All right,” Henrietta says. “If you could invent a new toothpaste flavor, what would it be?”

      “Ginger,” I say confidently. “Real ginger, not some artificial flavor. It has anti-inflammatory properties that⁠—”

      Someone knocks on the conference room door.

      “Ah,” Henrietta says. “Your next interviewer is here.”

      The man who walks into the room looks eerily like a praying mantis—though that’s not why I find him unpleasant. That honor belongs to the five o’clock shadow on his face, a slippery slope that can lead to a beard.

      “Hi, my love,” the guy says to Henrietta. “Is it my turn at her yet?”

      My love?

      Seeing my confused expression, Henrietta says, “This is my husband, Harlan.” Turning to him, she replies, “She’s done well thus far. Go for it.”

      Whew. I didn’t realize I was doing well, not when⁠—

      “What do you think about in the shower?” Harlan asks as his wife exits the room.

      Is that a pervy question?

      “Investment strategies,” I reply—and it’s not a complete lie. I’ve definitely thought about some on a rare occasion. “Specifically, dollar-cost averaging, which is⁠—”

      “What animal do you most identify with?” he interrupts, and as I try to think of an answer, he texts someone—hopefully not security to escort me out.

      “An owl,” I say, figuring I can’t go wrong with an animal associated with wisdom and intelligence. “They are great hunters, which means they have good analytical skills. They’re also super adaptable, so⁠—”

      “Would you eat an owl?” he asks, eyebrows waggling.

      What the fuck? “Of course not. To start, they are a protected species, not to mention⁠—”

      “What if you were starving?” he insists.

      “I still wouldn’t eat an owl,” I reply, and do my best to keep a pleasant, nonconfrontational expression on my face.

      I’m sure he doesn’t know about—and didn’t mean to remind me of—my childhood and the times I was actually on the verge of starvation.

      “How can you be so sure?” he says. “Starving people eat other people. Owls would hardly be a stretch.”

      A knock on the door spares me from having to elaborate further.

      This time, it’s a woman. Her name is Susan, and she turns out to be my potential manager.

      “She’s doing amazingly well,” Harlan says on his way out.

      “I figured,” Susan says coldly. “Why else would you text me to stop by?”

      “Always so serious,” he mutters as he stands up.

      “I hope he didn’t make you uncomfortable,” Susan says once he’s gone.

      “No,” I lie. “Why would he?”

      She sighs. “It’s ironic that our HR power couple are the least appropriate people in the company.”

      “Oh?” Could this be a trick to get me to bad-mouth the people who have just interviewed me?

      “Their questions are a sham,” she says. “All they care about is how attractive the candidate is.” She gestures outside the room. “Notice any ugly employees?”

      “I didn’t pay attention.” Especially not to one particular, ridiculously handsome employee. Henrietta must have squealed when she interviewed him. “Maybe the HR department doesn’t actually go by looks. It could be the halo effect at play.”

      “The halo effect?” She arches an eyebrow.

      “It’s a cognitive bias where perceiving someone as attractive also makes one assume they are intelligent and competent. Actually, I think this could be useful for developers to know about—if you make a pretty interface, maybe people are more likely to think the software is capable, even if it might not be.”

      “Interesting.” She sighs. “I’m sorry I said anything in the first place. You’re probably eager for questions that are actually relevant to this job.”

      “Those would be nice,” I say cautiously.

      She nods. “How would you explain the time complexity of your favorite sorting algorithms?”

      Ah. It’s a good thing that Advanced Algorithms was one of my favorite classes. By the time I get to the time complexity of Heapsort, she smiles and nods approvingly.

      “One sec,” she says and texts someone.

      Did she just call in the next interviewer? That would be a great sign.

      “How do you plan to maintain the quality and maintainability of your code?” she asks after she looks up.

      I tell her what I did for my last project, and again, she nods approvingly.

      After a few more questions from Susan, another guy shows up. Susan tells me that I did well and wishes me luck talking with the rest of the team.

      I ace the guy’s questions—or so I assume, because he calls in another woman, and she calls in yet another.

      Is it weird that part of my excitement about doing well thus far is that I might see Sawyer again?

      No. That’s crazy.

      Crap.

      A new interviewer walks in, and I know him already.

      Jasper.

      “Hi again,” he says. “You’re doing amazingly well, if they’re asking a newbie like me to interview you.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      He asks me a few questions, then says, “Okay. You’ve got my vote, but the next person you’ll speak with will be from another team. Be careful—the guy is a tough audience.”

      My heartbeat speeds up. “How so?”

      “He’s extremely antisocial—and I mean more than is expected in the software development business. I tried to talk to him once, and he snarled at me.”

      I’m pretty sure he’s talking about Sawyer, and that it was small talk that prompted said “snarling.”

      “Thanks for the tip, Jasper. I’ll do my best not to get snarled at.”

      At that moment, Sawyer enters, and my heart rate speeds up more.

      “Speak of the devil. Sawyer Baker, meet Sawyer Worthington.” Jasper stands up and wishes me a hushed, “Good luck.”

      If he means good luck keeping my panties on, then yeah, I’m going to need it.
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            sawyer

          

          a.k.a. the guy who definitely should not be conducting this interview

        

      

    

    
      Turning toward me, what’s-his-name who recently joined the trading platform team says, “Hi there, Sawyer! Any of your trading algorithms ready to become Skynet?”

      I scoff. “If an AI were to become dangerous, I doubt it would be one of our financial algorithms.”

      What’s-his-name looks confused—probably because he didn’t actually want to start a discussion.

      On the other hand, the pretty amber eyes of my namesake from the coffee shop light up—and fuck me, she’s still as disturbingly beautiful as she was earlier. I was wondering on my way down here if I was just having a random testosterone spike when I met her. I’ve never been this sexually attracted to anyone before, not even Delilah, and that was a relationship that⁠—

      “Anyway,” What’s-his-name says. “I’d better let you two have that interview.” He leaps to his feet and skedaddles.

      “Why not?” Sawyer asks when we’re alone again.

      I take a seat. “Why not what?”

      “Why wouldn’t a financial algorithm AI decide to wipe out humanity?” She runs her hand through her pixie-cut hazelnut hair.

      Damn it. At this moment, I envy AI. They don’t get unwanted erections in the middle of an interview. “Without humans, there would be no markets for the AI to analyze,” I say, doing my best to keep a poker face. “So by killing us, the AI would lose its purpose for existence.”

      She purses her lips. “What if that was the only way for the poor overworked AI to finally retire?”

      I shift in my seat, but that doesn’t help with the hard-on. “I think the AI would go insane from boredom.”

      “Or it might explore something new and equally complex—like astronomy.”

      Hmm. “I’m not sure it would find such different interests so interchangeable. Celestial bodies are more predictable than markets.”

      She cocks her head. “Black holes, dark matter, and dark energy provide plenty of uncertainty.”

      Did she have to bring up holes? “I wish we could debate this some more, but I only have an hour with you, and there are actual interview questions I’d like to ask you.”

      “Ah. Sure. Ask away.” Something about her prominent cheekbones and full lips makes her smile mischievous, challenging, and completely irresistible.

      “How about we start with a puzzle?” Puzzles are a passion of mine, so I can’t resist.

      “Sure,” she says and sounds almost excited.

      Could she like puzzles?

      I steeple my fingers. “Picture four people who need to cross a bridge in a dark cave.”

      She nods.

      “They have only one torch,” I continue. “And it’s too dangerous to cross the bridge without a light.”

      “With you so far,” she says.

      “The rickety bridge can only hold two people at the same time. Their names are Mr. One, Mr. Two, Mr. Seven, and Mr. Ten, and, coincidentally, it takes them 1, 2, 7, and 10 minutes to cross the bridge.”

      “Ah,” she says. “And they have to walk at the slowest person’s speed, right?”

      “You already know this one?”

      She shakes her head. “It just makes sense. There’s only one torch.”

      “Right. So the big question is: what is the shortest time needed for all of them to cross the bridge?”

      “Seventeen minutes,” she says without hesitation. “Mr. One and Mr. Two go first. Mr. One comes back with the torch. Mr. Seven and Mr. Ten go together. Mr. Two comes back with the torch. Finally, Mr. One and Mr. Two both cross again.”

      I sigh. “You lied. You have heard it before.”

      She throws me a glare. “I merely heard something similar that featured a wolf, a goat, and a cabbage. This is a more advanced version of that.”

      Wow. If she’s telling the truth, the speed with which she got that answer is pretty outstanding. And, weirdly, makes me even harder.

      “If you want, I can write the algorithm to solve that puzzle.” She gestures at the white board.

      I nod, which is a mistake. As much as I want to see how her mind works, seeing her standing is not going to help with the unwanted erection.

      Damn it. I was right. Her butt looks amazing in that pantsuit, and I’m just glad the table is not see-through.

      I force myself to focus on what she’s doing—and it’s truly impressive. The code she writes is elegant, clever, and sophisticated, just like the woman herself.

      I clear my throat when she’s done. “That’s great. Now I have a few more problems for you to solve.”

      She actually looks excited at the prospect, so I ask her to code some classics, like reversing a singly-linked list and various traversals of a binary tree.

      She handles every problem so well that I follow up with some of my more advanced questions—ones I usually present to highly experienced candidates.

      She aces those as well, making me wish we had an opening on my team.

      Wait, what?

      No.

      I’m lucky she’s not going to be on my team. If I had to work anywhere near her, my balls would be permanently blue and concentration would go out the window.

      Yeah. Bad idea. Thank goodness she’s going to be a floor away, though a different building might be even better. I don’t need another reason to prefer my solitude, but she’s just given me one: it’s so much easier to control my libido while alone.

      “Do you want me to solve this without using recursion?” she asks, pointing at the board.

      I shake my head. “I’ve seen all that I need to see. Based on your responses, I’d rate this interview a ninety-five.” I pull out my phone and text my team lead to come over here.

      When I look up, Sawyer is frowning.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Was that ninety-five out of a hundred?”

      I nod.

      “Then how did I lose five points?” she demands.

      “You didn’t lose anything.” Even her disgruntled expression turns me on, which is insane.

      “So why ninety-five and not a hundred?”

      I arch an eyebrow. “You had a 4.0 GPA, didn’t you?” I can tell because I would’ve asked the same thing back in college.

      She frowns. “Don’t change the topic.”

      “Would it help if I told you that you’ve snatched the highest rating I’ve ever given? The next highest was eighty-nine.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re changing the topic again.”

      “Okay, you know what? You’ve got a hundred. Happy now?”

      “No,” she says. “I don’t want you to humor me. I want to know how I could’ve done better.”

      “This wasn’t a test,” I say. “This was more like reviewing a movie. And even my favorite movie of all time received only a ninety-four rating by me.”

      “An interview isn’t like a movie,” she says.

      “Can we agree to disagree?”

      She sighs. “Fine. What was the movie?”

      “Solaris,” I say.

      “The old Soviet one, or the one with George Clooney?”

      My team lead knocks on the door, and I’m relieved.

      This interview was starting to feel suspiciously like a date.
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          a.k.a. the girl who’s just become a millionaire?

        

      

    

    
      When my namesake leaves, I breathe a sigh of relief. If we spend any more time together, I cannot be held responsible for my actions—and said actions could be slutty.

      The next woman who interviews me tells me she’s the team lead working with Sawyer, and I do my best not to show how jealous I am. Thanks to Harlan from HR, she’s as gorgeous as all the other women here, and she’s around Sawyer all day, every day.

      After she leaves, I face my biggest challenge yet.

      The next guy has a soul patch—at least I think that’s what the horrific blob of hair below his lip is called.

      I take in a calming breath.

      This thing isn’t a beard. It’s barely even a mustache.

      My fight-or-flight response still activates.

      Fuck.

      Maybe I could pretend it’s something much less gross? Like a very, very hairy mole? Or a fuzzy caterpillar that has decided to chillax under his lip for some reason? Or a⁠—

      “Are you familiar with Big O notation?” the interviewer asks.

      Purely on autopilot, I launch into an explanation, then give a few examples of said notation to compare the efficiency of some famous algorithms.

      What I don’t add is that the biggest O of all is probably something that only Sawyer could give me, especially if⁠—

      “Great,” the caterpillar-mole owner says. “Have you used Unix or similar systems before?”

      I nod.

      “What does the fsck command do?” he asks, pronouncing it as “f-suck.”

      I tell him, and he follows up with questions about hot-swapping, penetration testing, and a stack dump—which makes me wonder if the topics were carefully selected to be inappropriately humorous. Well, thanks to the horror under his lip, I don’t even smile as I reply. Who knew facial hair could help you act professional?

      “I think I’m the last person,” he says. “Wait here. Someone from HR should come back any minute.”

      Whew. Finally. I’m glad that guy isn’t on my potential team. If he were, I’d probably need to surprise-shave him or something, and that might be misconstrued as assault.

      Henrietta comes back in, a big smile on her face. “I have good news,” she booms.

      “Yes?” I don’t dare let myself hope.

      “Based on everyone’s feedback, we’d like to extend you an offer,” she says, and then names an annual salary that is way above the number I expected.

      My eyes nearly jump out of their sockets. “This is so sudden.”

      Typically, companies give you the job offer somewhere between a week to a month after the last interview.

      “Here at Octothorpe, when we see a good fit, we move fast,” Henrietta says, as if reading my mind. “Even your namesake—our biggest misanthrope—sang your praises.”

      He did? My stomach feels fluttery at the thought. I’m also tempted to inform Henrietta that not liking small talk doesn’t make a man a misanthrope, but I don’t want to risk her pulling back the offer.

      “Thank you so much,” I say. “I need to think⁠—”

      “Let me tell you about the stock options,” she says conspiratorially. “I bet that will expedite your decision.”

      Right. They’re famous for this.

      She tells me how the options work, and even though I expected this spiel—and chose this company because of said options—it still sounds too good to be true. In a nutshell, I will be a millionaire on my first day, and a billionaire if I stick around long enough. All of this is on paper, of course. The catch is that you have to stay at Octothorpe for five years before the initial options vest, and for the rest of your career to get to billions.

      At least at the company’s current stock price. If it appreciates as quickly as it has in the past… well, I don’t even dare to think about it.

      “So,” Henrietta says. “Are you ready to give me the answer I want?”

      I bite my lip. “Thank you again. The stock options are extremely⁠—”

      “How about if I bump your base fifteen percent?” Henrietta says. “Will that help you decide now?”

      Wow. “Yes,” I say firmly.

      I mean, I was working up to saying yes before the bump.

      “Good,” she says. “Can you start tomorrow?”

      
      “I got the job!” I say excitedly into the phone as I walk home from the bus
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