
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          FFS: Politically Correct

        

        
        
          Pride and Politics, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Gia Stone

        

        
          Published by Spada House Press, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FFS: POLITICALLY CORRECT

    

    
      First edition. October 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Gia Stone.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8999347510

    

    
    
      Written by Gia Stone.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Schatzi, who never left my side and always pulled me up from the depths of my despair.

      

    


FFS: Politically Correct

Pride and Politics-Book 1

GIA STONE

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real person, living or dead, places, or events is coincidental and not intended by the author.

If you purchase this book without a cover, this book may have been stolen property and reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher. In such case the author has not received any payment for this “stripped book.”

FFS: Politically Correct

Pride and Politics – Book 1

Copyright © 2025 Gia Stone

All Rights Reserved.

ISBN:(e-book) 979-8-9993475-1-0

ISBN: (print) 979-8-9993475-0-3

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be used, including but not limited to, the training of or use by artificial intelligence, or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. The copying, scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic or print editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION

[image: ]




To Schatzi, who never left my side and always pulled me up from the depths of my despair



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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“There are many possibilities, but only one truth.”

I’ve never been a fan of bad lighting. Dim and not delightful would be the best way to describe this setting. The kind of dull overhead that forces unnecessary shadows on your face and ages a person to the point where cemetery decisions are considered. Even worse, we’re crammed into the back room of a restaurant. The sounds of fajitas sizzling and bubbling enchiladas drift in and out as people join the meeting. The crowd is diverse with every seasonal color palette being represented. One bulb keeps flickering, creating a weird visual over a woman leaning against the wall with a cane. She keeps eyeing the clock above the door. I think it was hung specifically for our group. Beside her, a teen with braids secured with rainbow-colored beads taps her screen and laughs. With an air of assumed importance, a man in a blazer, tie, and starched pants marches past them to sign in. He already has a name tag. Most likely a judicial candidate. Lawyers begin with enough money to afford their own professional name tags. I, on the other hand made mine by sliding a business card, designed by yours truly into a plastic card holder. The kind you would get from a trade show. Our backgrounds range from middle class to barely making it. I fall into the latter. But we are all here for the same reason. Democracy.

I make one more glance around the room and shift my feet. Steady. There is only a brief moment in between speakers. I am one of the last. It’s obvious from the toe-tapping and clock-watching that people only have so much patience for democracy on a Tuesday night. I take a deep breath. Saliva floods the back of my mouth. My blood prickles at the base of my neck and tingles near my ears. I press my eyelids shut for a less than half a second. Hopefully, no one notices. This is the part I hate about this whole thing. Being in front of the crowd. Public speaking has never been my forte. But it’s part of the job. Not that anyone would consider this a job, as in, it’s unpaid. At least this part is.

Maybe if we had a podium, I would be more comfortable. I could use it like a life vest of security to hold on to. But instead, it’s just me in my heels and a microphone. I raise the wireless device to my face. “People often ask me why I decided to run for public office. What made me have the courage? Why would I want to put my name on the ballot and a target on my back?”

The crowd laughs. I make eye contact with the woman with the cane. She taps it on the ground and nods at me.

“This is the part that isn’t funny.” I let my eyes focus on a woman holding a swaddled baby. “This is the part I don’t like to talk about.” My lips rub together as if they are going to start a fire. Nerves. I tap my fingers on the side of my legs. I can do this. “Rape insurance.”

The crowd gasps. The teen with the braids drops her phone. 

“What is rape insurance you might ask, if you hadn’t heard of it.” I shrug my shoulders. As if anyone could shrug off something so horrendous. 

The whites of people’s eyes have expanded. They haven’t heard of it. Most people hadn’t. It’s one of those bills that goes undetected among the thousands of others that may or may not make it to the House and Senate Floor in the Texas Capitol.

“This was a bill that actually made it to the House Floor.” I nod to assure the crowd how horrific it is. “Yes, it had a lively debate. About the concept of women needing to have supplemental insurance in addition to their health insurance that would cover any costs associated with being raped.” I am silent. It is imperative to take a pause and let them take this in. 

The women in the crowd are shaking their heads. The men appear to be confused. I get this. Most of the women understand that these types of draconian bills and policies do exist and are written. Yet most men do not consider this to even be possible, as they haven’t personally experienced anything like this to be able to contemplate that it is a reality.

I raise the microphone. “To me ... this was egregious. To me, this was barbaric. To me, it’s sick, just like Dick Mikelson. We don’t need rape insurance. We need access to affordable healthcare and education on consent. Texas House District 193 is ready to flip-and I’m here to do it.” I step back and nod.

The woman near the wall raises her cane and shouts “Yes!” The teen with the braids dropped her phone again but is clapping. The mother has covered up her baby’s ears and is shouting “Let’s go!”

Mr. Starched Suit is clapping and eyeing the room. It is probably his time to speak. Not exactly a good moment for him to try and grab the microphone.

“Let’s do this! Please come sign up to join my campaign and let’s flip this seat together. I’ll be right over there.” I point to the table to the side where my flyers and clipboard are. I hand the microphone to the suit guy. My face is warm. This is the kind of energy that feeds me. This is the kind of energy that I have to rely on when I am out knocking on doors of potential voters in one-hundred-degree weather. Got to love the hot Texas sun as it beats down against my head as I pound the pavement.

I sit back down at my table. The Starched Suit is up, and is indeed a judicial candidate. I’m new to this scene. I didn’t really have a lot of friends who were politically engaged before putting my name on the ballot. But now, it’s like this club. The candidate club. Some of us only have one actual political or neighborhood type of club to go to like this one, whereas others that are seeking to represent a larger area have to go to many clubs. Going to clubs has three purposes: speaking to voters, trying to grab some new volunteers, and hopefully adding a donation to our campaigns here and there.

A light tap on my back draws my attention back to the present. A woman with a wispy silver bob and creases from an active life line her face. She hands me a white folded paper. “Here, hun, take this and take him out.” 

I’m sure it’s a donation. The sides of my mouth pull up. “Thank you, I appreciate your support. Please sign here to join the campaign.” 

She fills out the sheet and leaves the room just as the last candidate finishes. Mary, the club president, takes the mic.

“We want to thank all the candidates that came to speak with us tonight. Be sure to sign up to help them or go to their website and kick into their campaign. Remember everyone here has an option to help, whether you knock on doors or dig into your wallet. Please consider donating your time or your treasure.” Mary claps her hands.

“Or both,” I shout. 

The woman with the cane laughs. Thankfully, some people will do both, but most do not. Most people are not motivated to help political candidates. Studies have found that it is extremely difficult to run as a woman as well. But this does not discourage me.

“Good job tonight—I didn’t know about rape insurance. Who wrote that bill?” Debbie asks. She is a congressional candidate. Her stump speech is about being a lawyer and the problematic laws that keep being delivered by the incumbent, who isn’t a lawyer. You don’t have to be a lawyer to be a legislator. Some people might think it’s a good idea, and those people are mostly lawyers. I think it’s good to have a legislative body that reflects the people they represent. 

“Thank you, you too. Um, it was a guy from Amarillo.”

She rolls her eyes. “Of course, not that it matters ... all those guys voted for it, right?”

“Yep, they did.” I shake my head.

“All the more reason for us to get elected.” She pats the table and stands. 

I follow as we make our way through the restaurant. People at tables gawk at us. You can tell they are bothered by our meeting. This just goes along with the territory. We are not exactly in a friendly district. It’s almost comical how much people get bothered by a conversation with the opposing party or even if a political group shows up to volunteer for a non-political event. The looks of disgust while in the process of servitude while participating in building beds for children in need or working at a soup kitchen.  It goes along with the whole concept of “I don’t do politics” right. Except politics does you every single day. This district has been a hard red seat for almost longer than I have been alive. Sometimes I wake up with the thought of Mia ... are you sure about this? But then I quickly remind myself that if I don’t try I won’t be able to sleep at night. On the scales, the sleep factor always wins. And I have to stay true to my blue self.

“Indeed ... Hey, are you block-walking with us this weekend?” I push the door open.

“Yes, every weekend, I’ll be there. Have a good night.” Debbie waves as we split ways in the parking lot.

There is only one person I want to talk to right now. We have our name for our friendship but most would just refer to her as my best friend. I hit Ginger’s number as soon as I hop in my car. 

“Mia Verita Health and Hotness Hotline, how can I be of assistance today?” Ginger’s voice is like a big, pearly white grin surrounded by red-covered lips.

“Ha, well, I think my health is okay ... as long as I can get through this non-insured moment without any major ailments.” I laugh. “Oh, speaking of, I mentioned the rape insurance ... do you think that was okay?” I sigh. “I know sometimes people get put off by that.”

Ginger snarls. “Put off by the mention of it? Ha, they should be put off by the facts of it. Or the facts of sexual assault. Cry me a river of hypocrisy if anyone is bothered that you mentioned it.”

I smile. “I know, I mean, it was a friendly crowd, but I really want people to know about this. No one is paying attention to what is going on under the pink dome.”

Ginger sighs. “Exactly, babe, that’s why you have to mention it. Friendly crowd or not, you have got to educate these people, scratch that, these voters on what is at stake.”

“I know, but maybe I should go with public education needing more funding, or teachers not having a cost of living adjustment in over twenty years.”

I glance at the time. It’s almost nine o’clock. 

“Yes, public education is good for families and teacher money talk is good for that crowd, but you have to hit them where it matters most to them—their wallet. You know most people will only show up to vote or kick into the campaign when something affects them directly. This is how you get more people donating to you and signing up to volunteer.”

“Good point. Real quick, is it too late for a quick drink?” I am hopeful she is not already in bed or has an early surgery or something in the morning.

“You are in luck. I just got a bottle of red that you would die for. Wait, don’t die for it, just drive on over, and let’s have it.”

“On my way, and I will arrive alive.” I laugh as I end the call. Ginger and I live in the same district. Except my abode is vastly different from hers. I drive down a more discreet road that signals “quiet luxury” to get to her place.

I click the code to get into her gated community. One of the many difficulties of canvassing is when a neighborhood is secured by a gate and I can’t get in to knock on the doors. Legally knocking on doors is not a form of solicitation and is protected by the Constitution, but that doesn’t mean people are not bothered when you show up. 

They say things like, “I’m not into politics.” This is one of my favorite statements, as I respond with, “Whether you are into politics or not, politics is into you every single day in a multitude of ways, how much time do you have?”
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Chapter Two
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“The sands of time are slower when watched.”

It’s a ticking time bomb, the calendar. There are no actual detonators attached to it. It’s a simple paper calendar. The pictures are in color but low quality. I got it at the Dollar Store. No real visions of an explosion in Hiroshima exist in it. The images are all picturesque views of Italy. This month’s picture is a place I hope to visit someday, Venice to be exact. The picture probably doesn’t do it justice, with its worn bricks and a pale turquoise shade of water. The sunset is surreal, like a dream. But darn this calendar. It doesn’t matter how many smiley faces or silly scribbles I draw on it, the days continue to be marked off with red Xs. As if I needed any more drama in my situation. The red ink marks appear to track only doom, and I do not want to seal my fate with this stoplight color that flashes green to go to the unhoused line. Yet, the pen continues in nonstop motion until mid-month. The day I pitched to myself that I would be in a better circumstance. Not the concept of a plan but rather, gainful employment with benefits, hopefully. I made a promise, not of a majestic scene, more like a simple vision. One in which I would be able to sleep at night. The concept of my bills being paid without prayer, in hopes that one check would hit my bank account before the others did. The “Beat the Bank” game is not fun. I can’t remember that ever being a card you drew in Monopoly. “Your check hit the bank before your deposit, move back ten spaces, and pay a hundred dollars in bank fees.” With what money I might ask? I sigh.

I think I have added at least ten more gray hairs to my head. I know the exact amount because I counted them. Hair dye is not essential right now, so I have to walk around like a bird pooped on my head. It’s like a splatter of gray that has no rhyme or reason. And it only shows where people can see. Why can’t the gray be in the parts that don’t show? Where I could easily hide it? It’s an embarrassment, to say the least. 

I sigh. There it is. Circled in bright red. The 17th. This was the number that was determined after I ran all the numbers. The numbers in my bank account, the numbers needed to exist, and I had just enough to make it to the 17th of this month. Not next month. There was not even a cushion put into this date. This destiny. This “choose your own adventure” of choices you wish you hadn’t made. This version had no fail-safe. Not like the rumored extra miles in the new cars that tell you how many miles left you have in your tank. I often question this rumor that has been spread around, that somehow the car manufacturers tried to preempt drivers from their tanks going empty. My car is not one of these “new cars” and, thus, I have never had the chance to test this rumor. But given my current predicament, I could probably be the spokesperson for the validity of the existence of this gasoline insurance theory. 

I do not have extra resources available to add any type of protection. I have no extra savings. I have no health insurance. I have nothing other than a bucket of hope. Until the new D-Day. Disasterville was upon me, whether I wanted to put my head in the sand or not—the gas was going to run out. These are the facts. There is no sunny filter to brighten my reality of the implosion of my bank account. Or the notification of any of my utility services being cut off. Texas with no air-conditioning is not an experience I care to partake in. Global warming, climate change, or “But I remember it being hot back in my day” are side characters to the reality of the hot Texas sun. I can put my thermometer on seventy-four, keep my blinds and curtains shut, and my cozy place will still be at an average temperature of seventy-eight degrees even with the AC on full blast all day long. Lord knows I do not want to see what would happen with a blackout. No power due to my lack of funds or another failure of our power grid. Things could have been fixed to save some lives in Texas, but there were simply not enough Texas House Representatives who were focused on saving the lives of people freezing in the winter or having heat exhaustion in the summer, yet. One of the many reasons I wanted to run for office. I hoped to add to the minority party and get the necessary votes for the people in all matters. 

Each time we have a power outage, it can cause drastic consequences for marginalized communities. Death is the most extreme. But even if no one dies, it can take away from the meals that were purchased. Groceries that were spoiled. Missed work due to no alarm. After the last hurricane, I had to move. It’s another one of the reasons I am running. To give a voice to those who were put in the dark. The people whose homes filled with water, no electricity, no answers. No concept of a plan. Can you imagine having no electricity, no water, and no real plan? I can. I was there. But I am able-bodied. I can get to clean water. I can find someone to help me. I have more than minimal technological skills. But you know who doesn’t? Our elderly folks. They were stranded. Alone. This is not right. I don’t want this to happen again. And it will. We will have another catastrophic weather event. But we can have pro-active legislation. Not reactive. 

One of the things that crushes me is that I had started out on the right path. I had been investing and saving for my hopeful retirement. I had over six figures saved in my 401k. This did not include the six months of emergency funds that I had in a high-yield savings account. I had a good credit score. I had a house, that I bought myself. Until all of my funds and house were wiped out as if a tsunami had pounded in and suctioned everything away. My credit score went from a solid seven-eighty to a four-twenty. And no, that’s not a fun number to bring about any munchies. My divorce was like an uninsured terroristic attack on all of my money. 

I have reached the end of my “savings” to save me. Which, was not much. I was left with very little. Or rather, I was offered little to nothing to finalize things. To make the divorce official, even though it was official in my mind long before we signed the agreement. Ha, if it can even be called an agreement. It was more of a heavy-handed offer that I, unfortunately, could not refuse. It is hard to negotiate when you are not the one in power. Power can come with or without financial resources. Something I realized throughout the numerous legal documents I had to navigate on my own. I had barely any power to fight with, and my family was not from money, nor were they in the picture. I had to accept the hand that I was dealt. Which meant not a great one. I would have appreciated an extra round to sub out some cards, but the game was over, and I did know when to fold them and walk away.

That’s right, I folded my cards when I realized that the fantasy house of cards I had been living in was just that. A fantasy. With one tiny tap on the corner of the Queen of Hearts, the entire deck came down. It was brutal. Brutal is a rather kind word for the situation. But I would rather not go into all of that right now. 

Back to the facts, I am forty and unemployed. This is the first time since high school that I have been unemployed. Over a decade of building up a company as their director of operations only to be kicked to the curb, and no, that is not a metaphor. I am also that horrific D-word. No, not Devil, but I have met him. Which led me to the word: DIVORCED. But that’s not the worst D-word in Texas. We have evolved a bit and come to terms with “broken homes” and “broken families.” How nice does that sound? Good grief, how trite for children to hear they are in a broken home. Words matter. Why would anyone want to present to a child that they were from something that was broken? Or that their birth or existence was illegitimate? Why? Why would you say that? To state that a person’s birth is illegitimate because they were born outside of marriage is not only discriminatory but also hurtful. I cringe when I hear the words “visiting parent” when the matter of custody is discussed. What in the world is the implication of the idea of a visitor in the child’s life? Words matter. Always. Yet, there is one word in Texas, or at least this part of Texas, that is considered by many to be the worst D-word of all. The most horrible, nastiest, dirtiest, lack-of-morals, baby-killing, gun-stealing, D-word to some is ... Democrat.

Yikes, the delivery. The ideology that all things associated with a concern for a change in the status quo and transfer of power to the people was wrong or not for the greater good. The idea of corporations not being equal to people? Yup, that’s me. Whoosh. It’s true. I am a Democrat and, even better, I am one of two people in the Democratic primary to be a State Representative for a double-decade Republican stronghold seat. Praise be, send prayers and all good wishes. 

I know it might seem a bit peculiar to be on the ballot to be a State Representative and also unemployed, but I didn’t exactly plan it this way. I had planned to be married and after the final straw of the game of “Let’s Guess Who He is Cheating with Now” I’d had enough. I had already filed to be on the ballot, and then I filed for divorce. I didn’t exactly win with the divorce order, other than my freedom, but maybe the election will have a better outcome. I am hopeful.

But you know what? After the escape from ten-ish years of a miserable marriage and whatever you want to call that hot mess of a relationship that nearly killed me, I have never been better. Better, in that, I do not live in fear. Other than the fear of my bank account and the calendar. Yeah, Venice. I see you.

Regardless, at forty and with minimal options, I am on the ups. I will manifest a happy life and a job. 

I can do this. Only ups. Breathe in and out. It’s time to kick out all self-doubt. Manifestation and creation. Let’s go! 

I take in a deep breath and survey my room. It’s not exactly the most inspirational. But I did get a Ficus plant. And I think it’s doing all right. Maybe even better than me?

I need to focus on good energy. Zero shade, only sunshine in this room. I pull up the blinds and immediately close them. My view, if you want to call it that, leads to the parking lot of my apartment complex, and I am not about to allow anyone to check out my four walls. No one is going to get an “OnlyFans” view of my life. I am not at that point in my bank account yet. Gosh, I don’t want to ever go there. I sigh.

Until I have a proper view with some space between myself and the neighbors, or at least a larger parking lot, I will have to use electricity to light up this space. That’s right, we will just have to go with the delightful fluorescent lightbulbs one can find at any discount retailer and the most awkwardly placed fixture in the far corner of the room. How is that for setting the mood? It doesn't matter. Zen. Zen. Find my Zen. I want to be on cloud nine, airy and carefree. I want to float into the non-existent reality of bills and bank accounts. I wish it were as easy as these self-help books of mediation and manifestation make it seem. Have these authors ever had to pawn their TVs to keep the lights on? Was there a manifestation of the rich life with a bowl of popcorn as their nightly meal?

But I have a possibility. I have an interview. This could be it. My cheeks warm as reality sinks in. I am not on a boat floating into a fantasy of being in Venice. I am on solid ground, and I need this job. 

My phone timer goes off. Yes, I set alerts for everything, and this one is a reminder for the interview of my life. The position is for the Executive Director of Operations at a technology company. Executive! Every time I have glanced at the job posting, I have done a little happy dance. I haven’t even had the interview yet. Did I mention I need this job? For the past ten years, I have helped to build up my ex-husband’s company. Well, technically, his family’s company. At least that is how his attorney presented it to the court. That the company wasn’t really his and that he didn’t have any resources that were his. Yeah, okay. But somehow, he had the resources to bury me in legal fees and give me a “deal” that had me kicked out of the house I purchased and with a custody order to share time with my dog. My dog. Mine. It’s been less than a year since I moved out. The singe is still there.

I swallow hard. Focus. It doesn’t matter. I can take my experience of what was described as “help” versus the actuality of what I did. I took a Mom-and-Pop shop and turned it into a corporation with multi-state stores. A success that could only bring him to bankrupt me into an escape from the bad, bad life, which I don’t want to discuss. No, I am only going to focus on good things. Like this situation. This job is like a dream, the thought of benefits and a good salary will truly save me. Especially since it is not tied to someone with a marital contract. A contract that ended with no actual rights. I digress. Mia, do not slip into bad memory land. 

Focus.

This is different. I can do it, too. I have the experience to prove that I can run multiple companies with proper business plans, and I know all the corporate jargon like “bring it to scale,” “table it,” and “nuts to bolts,” etc.

I am confident in my experience, but three months out of work can weigh on one’s self-esteem. Let alone the bomb that glares back at me in a constant reminder that I only have two weeks to get myself gainfully employed. Tick tock. I got this. I let out a sigh. Two weeks before everything implodes. 

My phone beeps again, a not-so-subtle reminder. 

It's showtime.

"Hello?" I smile as comfortably as I can into my camera. 

Zoom interviews are so odd. My smile is as good as one could hope for with a “meet and greet” via the internet. Technology. We’ve come so far but yet still a step back because there is a difference between a screen versus a human face in front of you. The shake of one’s hands can’t be replaced with an image of pixelated facial expressions. I want to present as capable and sure of myself. Yet, I see a break in the lines of the image on the screen, and I know that there is no way they can grasp my presence in the same capacity as being in person. The notion of shared air. Not like in my SCUBA deep dive incident where I had to literally share air, but rather oxygen in the same room. 

I take a deep breath. This air is all mine.

Two to one. I am alone in my little apartment and they are in the room together. The papers stacked in front of them seem a bit odd. Hopefully, that is not a stack of questions. A blue pen casually lies over the stack. My resume is only one page. I can’t help but wonder what the other papers are. Maybe just filler? I glance up as a man’s voice begins to speak.

“We appreciate you taking the time to meet with us today. Your resume and pre-interview questions were quite helpful in assessing your character. But what about your character when no one is looking?” Jose pauses in an awkward moment.

I am not sure what facial reaction to display. This is not a question from the “How-to of Job Interviews” books that I found on the 75% off-the-shelf at Katy Budget Books. Is this a morality question? How could anyone get this wrong? This seems simple. I wait to respond as he hasn’t released the torch of his question.

“We have moments in our industry where we may or may not be audited. How would you treat your client or account with the foresight to know that you were not going to be audited in that particular case?” His eyes pierce past the 5.5 megapixels, and it is as if we are not in a screen-on-screen interview but face-to-face.

I can’t figure out if his gaze is concerned about my true character in a bad choice or hopeful that I make a good one. I take in a tiny breath. I don’t want to seem as if I am put off one way or another by the question. Confidence and a sense of calmness is the only way to answer this one.

“I always work as if I’m being audited. Why change the routine if it’s a good one?” I let out a light laugh and do my best with an unforced smile. 

Oh, yes ... Mia, very natural. 

I catch a glance at my reflection in the small rectangle momentarily, then I switch my gaze back to Jose and Mallory. Jose seems like maybe he’s in his forties as well, a little bit of gray highlights his dark shiny hair. Mallory resembles one of Ginger’s, my best friend, cousins. The dark red hair and almost translucent skin. I glance down at my resume with asterisks in front of me. There are a few highlighted sections. I scan them in case there are any specific questions from my resume that I might need to reference.

Jose smiles back at me and nods. “Good answer, sometimes we do have to make decisions on the fly and—”

Mallory interrupts, “Sometimes lines can be blurred, but we need someone on the team who keeps the rulebook as their guide, always.” She licks the bottom of her front teeth and lets out a soft blow. If I were actually in front of her, I would possibly not have caught it. But being zoomed in on her face does add a different level of scrutiny. I will have to look this up later as to what that means, it’s always good to learn more about facial expressions. Ginger probably knows. She is good at being able to read people.

“How important would you rate rules, promises, and agreements?” Jose’s eyes narrow in on me.

My shoulders pull back. “A promise is a commitment and one would hope that it would be followed through to the end, but I can see where under certain circumstances it might not be possible to follow through.” I take a deep breath. 

I hate not being part of the world of always following through on commitments and promises ... makes me feel like such a failure. I never wanted to be a part of the divorcee crowd, not that there's anything wrong with them. But I feel like a failure. I feel like a fraud for not being able to stick it out after the “I do”, when I had to say “No, I can’t,” and I had to be an “I don’t want to be married”, and file for divorce. Even though, it wasn’t an “I don’t want to be married” but rather, “I can’t be married to someone like this, that treats me like this, that ignores our actual marital vows.” 

I let my anxiety simmer inside of me. The back of my throat fills with bubbles of salivia. This question is not about my marriage or the failure of marriage, this is about business. And regardless of what any business person tells you about business being personal, marriage is not supposed to be a business contract. And with that thought, I feel a bolt of reality hit me. 

It was business. It was not personal. It was not a marriage or a promise. It was only a business proposal. My ex-husband wanted the contract and I wanted the partnership of marriage. What a fool I was. 

I pinch my leg, which is out of sight. I can process this realization later. Now is the time for me to conquer this interview. 

I take another breath. “Agreements and rules are easy. The parties agree on the terms and follow through, if anyone doesn’t follow through on their agreement or follow their rules, then the entire arrangement is ultimately null and void.” I let out a sigh.

Mallory has her eyes on Jose. His eyes are on his paper. And I am left with the possibility that we had a technical mishap. I tap my fingers on the side of my legs. I will count to twenty and then try to refresh the screen if there are no movements from either of them. One, two, three ... my count is interrupted by a different tap. They are still here. No technical issue. Good. 

Jose taps the paper in front of him. “One final question.” 

It’s like the final round of Do You Want to Be a Millionaire? And the answer is yes. Yes, I do. I want to be a millionaire, not that this job is a million-dollar salary, but I do want this job. I want it bad. I need it. 

“Yes, so, Mia, can you tell us when was the last time you felt under pressure and how you handled it?” Jose asks me. He has read this from a pre-formulated interview question list. Thankfully, “Where do you see yourself in five years” hasn’t come up or my spirit animal. However, I love to answer that one. It’s a shark. I love sharks. They are the best. Sharks don’t sweat, they don’t worry about their next meal or whether or not their children will be okay. Because their pups are sharks, too, and sharks are always okay. Every day they swim and conquer and survive. Not once is there a hesitation in a shark in the process of food. Hunger, survival, every day they live life to the fullest. Chomp. Chomp.

I laugh. “Other than this moment?” 

I can’t help it. It’s true. I am under pressure, and I have to sound confident but also happy. Like, I’m on a third date and coffee is part of the scene. But it’s not. Interviews are intense. This is a constant struggle in the interview process. Be natural but be smart. Be confident but don’t act arrogant. Smile but not too much. Share your accomplishments but don’t sound braggy. It drains my soul. But it has to happen. The sides of my mouth pull up into an upside-down frown. I’m calm, cool, and collected, like a shark that is on a typical swim along the seal-filled coastline. Lots of opportunities. No big deal. Breathe and let’s go. Don’t strike too soon. Let the seals enjoy their moment too. Only go in for the attack when you are ready and sure. 

I continue, “At my last job, I had a major project that was due and we also had a crisis come up at the same time. It was difficult because I had to manage my time appropriately to make sure that the crisis was being attended to and also that I was going to make my deadline on the project.”

“Interesting, what did you do?” Jose and Mallory glance at me with pensive gazes. My response has an answer to a test they will need to use in the future. 

Relax. 

I force myself not to shrug. Even though naturally that is what I want to do. But I can’t. To shrug is to present as if you don’t care or don’t know. This is not the case. I do know and I do care. But my shoulders would be a way to lighten the situation at any other moment. Like a cool breeze on a warm summer day as your feet hit the sand and it’s too hot. The breeze comforts that bit of heat, and you exhale as if things are going to be all right.

“I made a to-do list accompanied by a timeline. I used this to monitor what I’m doing and when I’m doing it to make sure I stay on task and hit my deadlines and stay on top of everything else that is going on. Every item has an executed time expectation. When I get close to the deadline, I have alarms that go off to keep me on track.”

Jose and Mallory both nod in unison. “Great, we will be in touch. Thanks for taking the time to chat with us today.”

“Yes, thank you.” We all nod. 

Before I know it, the screen is dark. I lean back and blow the hair from my face. With a slight bounce, I sashay my way into the kitchen and pull my house wine out of the fridge. Yeah, it’s a box. I’m being earth-friendly with this wine. It’s got like four bottles in it, which means I am part of the bigger picture of reduction as my Tuesday afternoon drink is a major contribution to society. I give myself a high-five and take a long sip. Two more sips later, and I slump back down into my chair. 

No, no, Mia, don’t sulk. 

I click Danza Kuduro on my music app. The thump, thump beat pounds through my computer speakers, and I immediately bounce out of my chair. As Don Omar sings “La mano arriba, cintura sola” I follow like a student in class. My hands are up and my hips sway like a palm tree at the beach. It is physically impossible to listen to this song without being musically forced to dance. My chair slides back, and I’m on my feet. My hips move from side to side. Don Omar sings to me, and I agree with him. I am not tired. This is the beginning. I twirl my body around the room. Blood rushes through my veins, and I’m alive. No longer trapped in a funk. The song finishes, and I take another swig from my glass.
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