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Someone knocked on Jon’s cubicle, shattering his focus. He turned to see one of the office’s accountants, who was standing by the entrance to his cubicle. She had her fists on her hips, looking at him with a mighty scowl.

“What is it, Emily?” Jon said. He was certain some of his irritation leaked through his tone, but he did his best to hold himself back. It would be bad if he upset anyone.

“Do you have the reports?” Emily croaked. Her voice was thin, ragged, much like herself. Gray strands of hair had escaped the tight bun in the back of her head, now framing her almost-gaunt face.

“I’m writing them right now,” Jon said. He gestured at the computer monitor. Indeed, Jon was certain that even Emily, with her aging eyes, could see that he was writing them, as words filled the screen.

“Mr. Hudson needs them by today,” Emily snapped. She gestured at the clock on the wall, which read half past two. “It’s late.”

“I’m finishing up,” Jon lied. He was exactly fifty-five percent done, by his estimate, but Emily didn’t need to know the specifics. The reason was that he’d be done in twenty-six minutes, much earlier than Mr. Hudson’s deadline. Well, twenty-seven now that Emily had interrupted him. He’d need about a minute, a minute and a half at most, to find his focus again.

“Don’t be late,” Emily barked. “You know that Mr. Hudson doesn’t like his reports late.”

“I know,” Jon replied, and he did know. Mr. Hudson had made himself clear often enough.

“If you’re late—” Emily started, and Jon’s eyes flew to the clock. He had already wasted another minute listening to the old woman’s smoker-thin voice instead of working. Emily continued her tirade, an almost delirious list of abstract, hazy consequences for himself and the whole accounting department.

Another minute. After three minutes of distraction, he’d need at least two minutes to regain his focus, maybe two and a half. That meant he’d need twenty-eight, if not twenty-nine minutes to finish his report. He really hoped he wouldn’t need to explain himself more. Maybe he could start working instead of waste time listening to Emily’s scratchy, mind-piercing drone. He made to turn to the monitor.

“I’m talking to you,” Emily snapped. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” 

Jon raised his eyes and looked at Emily. He kept his gaze impassive, but couldn’t help another glance at the clock. Four minutes had passed so far. He could feel himself slipping further and further away from his earlier state of focus. 

Emily ended up needing a full six minutes to feel that she had clearly instilled in Jon the urgency of his task—a half-hour task for which he had two and a half hours. She left his cubicle in a huff, spitting some shallow, bordering on the inane, encouragement. Jon observed her leave his line of sight, and was about to turn back to his keyboard, when his eyes caught something red deeper in, something much more pleasant. 

The accounting department was shoved at the corner of floor eleven in the building. Most of the floor was taken up by the sales department. Procuring was down at floor seven, and Mr. Hudson with the other managers were up in thirteen. While the accountants worked in cubicles, the salesmen and saleswomen had their desks arrayed in an open style, taking up more floorspace, and filling the room with their noise. 

But amid the bodies of salespeople, there she was. She was sitting in a desk somewhere in the middle—exactly thirty-two of Jon’s paces from Jon’s cubicle—and talking to someone. Jon was so absorbed in her that he saw nothing else for a moment. 

She had blond hair, today styled in a high, loose ponytail that reached just under her shoulders. Every time she moved her head, the golden strands caught the light, shining as if made from the precious metal and not mere mortal protein. She was wearing a red blouse over a black skirt, the fabric gracefully hugging her slim form. She was so effortlessly beautiful, leaning back in her chair splendidly. She had done her nails in a pretty style that Jon didn’t know how to call, with a white line down the front. She was wearing a sheer, black pantyhose with some texture he couldn’t quite distinguish. 

Zoe. The most beautiful woman in the world. And one that would definitely never notice Jon, already quite close to his forties, with nothing to his name but some savings. He didn’t even own a car to take her out to expensive restaurants—never mind the fact that his wage would never be able to support such an elegant woman who would definitely have an equally elegant and glamorous lifestyle. 

Then, Jon saw who Zoe was talking to. It was Archie, another salesman, probably the most successful in the office. He leaned against her desk, in his tight, white button-down shirt and gray pants. His loud voice carried even to Jon’s tiny corner. He was boasting about some sale he closed, how much he made the Firm and how much bigger his bonus was going to be. 

Zoe looked like she was enjoying talking to him. Jon felt it like a stab through his chest. He turned to the computer to continue his report—he had spent another three minutes just staring at Zoe, he noticed, looking at the time in his machine. But today was not his day. His eyes strayed towards Zoe for just a moment, for just one last look before he resumed his work, but they landed on Archie’s eyes instead. Jon locked eyes with the man for a fraction of a second, and then Archie was pushing off the desk and walking purposefully towards him. 

Archie needed twenty-seven strides to reach the cubicle. He leaned against the gray walls. 

“What’s up Jack?” he asked, as he always did. 

“It’s Jon,” Jon replied, knowing very well that his voice would be lost in the noise that followed. And lost it was. 

“The Ace aced another sale,” Archie said proudly, gesturing at himself. “That’s why they call me ‘the Ace’ around here, because I always ace my sales meetings.” His smile was wide, almost aggressively so. He slapped the plastic of Jon’s cubicle. “What sales records did you break today, Jack?” 

“It’s Jon,” Jon repeated in a low voice. Why even correct him? Archie just kept talking over him. Jon looked at the floor. 

“None, because you aren’t making anything important, are you?” He laughed boisterously. “No, you make sure that my sales go through, that my earnings are counted, that my bonuses are paid out.” 

Jon touched the hem of his left sleeve with his right hand. It was too tight. He unbuttoned it. Why had he buttoned it so tightly? There were two buttons on the sleeve, one angled near the edge, the other a bit further away, and he always did this. He always buttoned the sleeves on the tightest button, and during the day, they’d chafe and irritate him, and he’d unbutton them and button them again in the other button—

“Are you listening?” Archie boomed. “The Ace is talking to you. Show some reverence. I’m a legend out there, in the bullpen where the magic happens, you know. A legend. The Ace, everyone calls me, and with good reason. What do people call you? Worm? Because you’re definitely worming like one.” 

Jon had no idea what Archie was talking about. He kept his eyes on the floor. “I’m listening,” he muttered. 

“Of course you are, the Ace is talking,” Archie hollered. He slapped Jon’s desk, making his briefcase, computer, monitor, keyboard, and mouse rattle. There was nothing else on his desk. The monitor turned off as it shook. Jon opened his mouth wordlessly, reaching for the monitor, but Archie ignored him completely. “You know what you need? A woman’s touch. It’s clear you haven’t even talked to one in years, let alone touch one.” 

Momentarily, Jon’s eyes strayed towards Zoe, but the woman was hidden behind Archie’s wide frame. If only he could talk to her... 

“Hey, stop looking at me like that,” Archie said, his tone a mixture of disgust and mockery. He covered his body, as if Jon had intended to look at him and not Zoe behind him. “I don’t swing that way. There are hundreds of women out there who can tell you all about it, if you want, but you don’t get to objectify me.” He took a step back. “Hey, stop looking, I said!” 

Jon turned his head to the computer monitor, which was still dark. The computer hadn’t recovered from Archie’s blow to the desk. That didn’t bode well. 

“At least, you can follow orders,” Archie snapped, and moved away. Someone told him something in a low voice, to which Archie boomed, “We’re just joking. Jack knows I’m joking with him. He’s not that stupid. Is he?” 

It’s Jon, Jon thought. He carefully fiddled with the computer. It had turned off from the traumatic impact of Archie’s palm against the desk. Jon made sure all connectors were still attached, then turned the machine on. It powered on without an issue. 

Of course, no work had been lost; he saved his work every ten seconds to the dot, and he followed all data safety protocols, using the cloud backup methods the company manual suggested. He was certain no one else did it in the entire Firm, but he didn’t care—no one else had read the company manual either, and that hadn’t stopped him from studying it, asking questions to HR, and sending an annotated and corrected version to the manager who had written it. 

It took him thirty-one minutes to finish his report. Jon sent it to Mr. Hudson with plenty of time to spare, and he continued his routine work—drafting outgoing invoices and scheduling the payment of inbound ones. He did schedule Archie’s bonus payment, and initially set the payment time to be as close to the end of the payment deadline as possible, but then found himself unable to carry through. If Mr. Hudson learned that his best salesman got his bonus a day late, Jon was pretty certain that it would be his own life that would turn to living hell. More than it already was. 

At half past four, the salesmen and saleswomen were already drifting off. They slapped each other in the back for a day’s work well done, and debated which bar to go to. Archie leaned against Zoe’s desk again. 

“Hey, we’re going to Bob’s for drinks. Wanna come?” 

“Sure,” Zoe replied with a smile. She left her computer turned on—a clear violation of company policy but one that Jon forgave her—then took her jacket and followed Archie and some other salespeople out the door. She didn’t even notice that Jon was staring at her, never mind actually understanding the longing in his eyes. 

Jon turned off his computer at five o’clock exactly. On his way out, he turned off Zoe’s computer as well with a quick gesture. There was no one around to see him as all salespeople had already gone for the day, nor did he want anyone to witness him, but he didn’t want Zoe getting into trouble. 

He waited at the elevator. It opened at his floor, revealing two pretty women who looked like manager secretaries. They had been talking when the door opened, but the moment their eyes fell on Jon, they stopped and stared at him. 

“I’ll get the next one,” Jon said. He wondered if they looked at other accountants with the same enmity in their eyes as he felt was directed at him. He kept his own eyes on the floor. Best not to upset anyone, especially pretty secretaries. 

The elevator door closed, and a few minutes later, when it reached his floor, it opened again. This time, there was an older man in his fifties and a younger woman in her twenties, standing pretty close to each other. Jon’s eyes flew to the floor again. He didn’t want to see something he wasn’t supposed to see.
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