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Heart on His Lead

 

J.R. Hart


To Zack. I hope you always keep finding yourself.


Chapter One

IF JULIAN WAS going to get fired, did it have to be in this office, the one where the door barely clasped closed? He could picture someone walking by; the swift breeze of their movement causing it to swing open and let everyone see him get canned. Then again, it wasn’t like they didn’t already know the second he was called into the office, considering how the day was going.

“None of this is reflective of your performance.”

Julian picked at a piece of lint on his pants. The reassurance didn’t help if the result was the same. “No?”

“If we could keep everyone, we would.” His boss, Michael, cocked his head to one side. “The thing is, we can’t. It’s just not in the cards for us at this point. The company has faced some major losses. You know it. I know it.”

“And if it isn’t reflective of my performance? Why me? Why not someone else?” He felt compelled to ask the question. What was it about him versus anyone else in the company? Why had the six of them who had been called into the office in rapid succession been let go, rather than the others who sat at their desks, typing away, staring at spreadsheets on screens instead of agonizing over they’d be called in there? He wondered if they had gotten some memo telling them not to worry, because as name after name got called, most of them didn’t even flinch, or seem to be concerned they might be next. His boss’s dog looked up from the bed in the corner, and he resisted the urge to scowl back. They had the time and space for a damn dog…but not for him.

“Timing,” Michael said. “We’re starting with the newest hires first, then working our way through, weighing our options. There are a lot of factors at play, Julian. There's not a simple answer here.”

But Julian knew that wasn’t entirely true. Marissa had already come and gone, and she started working here well before he did. And, of course, well before his coworker Alex, who still sat at his desk, completely unconcerned. Other factors? What others? There were always “a lot of factors,” so that wasn’t an answer in the slightest.

“But my performance…”

“Didn’t play a role. You’re a hard worker, and we’re happy to provide a reference. We definitely look at speed, efficiency, rate of errors and mistakes, but you’re fine, Julian. You do good work. It’s just…”

“Timing.” Julian looked him in the eyes and took in the blatant lie. Ultimately, this day was bound to come. Julian, as hard as he worked and as much as he tried, was never going to keep this job, even after giving them unending loyalty solely to avoid facing another layoff, his third in a row. And it wasn’t enough. Then again, this wasn’t even the kind of place he’d wanted to work; he took the job knowing it would only ever barely pay the bills. He’d landed a second interview here, which had been an improvement from getting ghosted after first interviews at two other companies, all of that following another layoff that had been out of his control. Another “it’s not you, really. It’s us. Downsizing.” Somehow, though, it was always him who was downsized. He was really starting to believe the whole “nothing on your end” thing was truly something wrong with him after all. “I’ll go pack up my desk.”

He stood, uncomfortable at the way that, even with both of them standing, he looked down at his boss. Slumping his shoulders to minimize himself, give some form of deference, felt silly at this point. After all, Michael wasn’t even his boss anymore.

“Thank you. And Julian? We’ll need security to accompany you for the whole thing. It’s nothing against you, just…”

Policy. Julian had already watched the other six go through the same thing. A meeting with Michael, an escort to their desk, loading their things into a box, and being marched out of the door as though they might snap at any moment, do something horrible or go off on a massive tirade on their way out, or they’d have to be dragged out of the doors of a company that clearly didn’t want them, as if it would somehow change the result. “I understand.”

He headed to his desk, only a few rows of cubicles away from the manager’s office. Honestly, he didn’t even know what to pack. Not the metal nameplate reading “JULIAN” in big blocky letters. They could keep that, throw it out, destroy it…he didn’t need it. What would he do with it? Not the pens—all company issued, their name printed down the side—that barely worked half the time, enough to write a Post-it to stick to the side of the computer. He reached forward and pulled down a photograph thumb-tacked to the fabric-and-cork cubicle wall, a family photo from years before. His sister and his parents, and himself, smiled from the glossy surface. They had been on a trip. God, it had to have been from high school, or maybe the summer after. Maybe when Molly was in college. No, definitely when she was. He’d tacked the picture up as a joke, once someone mentioned his cubicle was so bare. The reality was, he’d never bothered to bring anything because he knew this day would come. After his last layoff, it had felt inevitable. Why personalize his cubicle when he’d only be leaving it eventually? Then, he snatched the pride flag out of the pen cup; he’d offered it up as a small nod at who he was, after another employee a few cubicles away had quietly added a pronoun pin to her lapel. He wanted to make himself seem like a safe person to talk to, and if that meant outing himself at work, well…he hadn’t exactly been hiding who he was, and he wasn’t unclockable anyway.

He’d tried going into marketing, and he’d ended up here, in data entry. He was at least working at a marketing company, which he’d hoped would have been enough to spin on his resume as some kind of experience if he applied to another one, but being in the thick of typing in metrics for anonymous companies on anonymous accounts he wasn’t privy to, not even getting the chance to analyze what they meant or how to improve them, wasn’t helpful to getting somewhere in this career path. Oh well. Now, looking at the blank cubicle, it didn’t matter.

He turned to the security guard, single photograph and tiny flag in hand, and let out a weak chuckle. “I guess I don’t really need the box, do I?” He picked up his water bottle in his other hand and stood up out of his desk chair. He wasn’t going to miss the way the chair was too short for him, never adjusting to the length of his legs, not that he’d expected any chair to fit his above-standard height. “It’s just this.” Three items. Three single things representative of how little he’d grown attached to this workplace despite the hours he’d been putting in. Maybe that was why he was getting laid off.


Chapter Two

“NO, MOM, I didn’t do anything wrong. It was just another layoff.” He felt ridiculous trying to explain it to her. Of course, she’d immediately think the whole thing was his fault. Her dogs yapped in the background, loud and uncontrolled. It was hard to hear her over them. “Could you…can you put them outside or something?”

“I’m just saying, sweetheart. I don’t think I know anyone who’s gotten laid off three times in a year before. I talked to Mary and her son got laid off. Then he got right back in the saddle and was in management the next year!”

“Yeah, because after his layoff, he went into retail.” There was plenty of room for upward growth when you started on a sales floor and ended up as a team leader. He bit his tongue after because it seemed unfair to say any more than that.

“No job is beneath you, Julian.”

He knew that. But the thing was, if he had chosen a job in retail, she would immediately tell him how much better his sister was for the job she had, the glass palace she was in, her ivory freakin’ tower of a career, the travel and pay it offered. It wasn’t that any job was beneath him. Instead, it was that most jobs were beneath her. “I know, Mom.”

“You just need a good, solid, consistent job.”

“I know, Mom.” At this point, arguing at all was futile. God, her dogs were so loud.

“You know, you could ask Molly if there are openings at her company.”

God no. That would be worst-case-scenario. Molly had suggested other companies for him to apply to, and he’d never gotten in at any of them…except this one, that he’d just been laid off from. The last thing he needed to do was go crawling back to Molly and asking her for help again. “I know, Mom,” he repeated.

“Are you even listening to me?”

He thought about saying it again, another “I know, Mom,” just to drive home the point that she wasn’t being helpful. Instead, he said, “Yeah, I am. It’s just hard to hear with the dogs and the barking and the—”

“Dogs are going to bark, Julian. It’s in their nature.”

He sighed. “Mom, I think…I think I’m just going to let you go for a while, okay.” His entire body was tense. Back, shoulders, face…he had a migraine coming on, the early stages of something that would plague him for hours if he wasn’t careful. He could swear he had imprints on his fingers from gripping the phone so tightly. Did talking to his mom always do this to him? Usually. Maybe. Today seemed worse than most of their calls, though.

“Okay. But really, you should consider calling Molly. She probably knows someone who has an opening.”

Of course. Because Molly knew everything. “Thanks, Mom. Bye. Love you.”

He was pretty certain she said she loved him too, but with the dogs barking, it was hard to tell.

*

GROCERIES. HE NEEDED groceries. Except, getting groceries meant checking his bank account balance, and that was a problem. The prospect of looking at his account was terrifying. A week and a half since he’d been laid off, half a week since his last paycheck, and since his rent was due, he knew his balance wasn’t going to be pleasant. Sure, he’d have the money, but he also needed to factor in next month’s rent. He’d tried budgeting better, saving up more, but the job he’d had paid scraps, and when he factored basic living expenses, well…there hadn’t been a ton of wiggle room.

He took a deep, shaky breath and opened the app to look at the balance. Or rather, he closed his eyes and typed in the password by muscle memory, then opened his eyes when he felt mentally prepared to see the balance. Incorrect Password. Right. He’d have to actually look. He typed it again and stared at the screen, watching it load.

Enough to cover next month’s rent, his student loan payment, and maybe a handful of groceries if he was careful. But how? He didn’t just have this week’s groceries to buy, but he’d need some for next week, the week after, the week after that… God. He really needed a new job.

Still, he had to eat. That was an unavoidable thing. Three days without water, three weeks without food, and the body would shut down. Or…something like that.

At the store, he pushed his cart down the aisles. How cheap could he go and still have a nutritionally sound diet? He could forgo meat for the next few weeks. Steak, chicken, all of that was too expensive. Dried beans were cheap enough, but how did one even cook those? He hadn’t the slightest idea.

Spaghetti, he could do. A sale on pasta for 99 cents a package, and sauce for 79 cents a can. That was something. And he did like pasta, so it wasn’t like he would be choking it down. And hell, wasn’t ramen cheap? That was the kind of food college students ate when they had no money. He wheeled his cart there next. Potatoes. The Irish had survived on potatoes for years and years, hadn’t they? They had to be nutritionally sound. If his ancestors could do it, so could he. He backtracked to the produce department—something he’d passed through quickly after realizing most of the food there was out of his budget for the immediate future—and he loaded a big bag of potatoes into his cart. Mashed, baked, he could handle potatoes. As long as he had…butter. Shoot. How expensive was butter right now?

Every time he picked up one item, he realized more ingredients only drove up the price further. He had to cut costs somehow. The mental math in his head made this seem okay, doable, even when he didn’t get any of his usual indulgences. Boomers had been saying for years that his generation needed to cut back on what, avocado toast? That didn’t interest him, but a case of Mountain Dew, a carton of Rocky Road ice cream, cutting those out was never going to make buying a house more attainable to him. Now, though, he could almost see their point on those not being necessary expenses. But God, how long could he survive on potatoes and pasta? Or—survive wasn’t the right word. One could survive on potatoes long-term. Thrive was more suitable, because how long could someone eat the same food again and again until they couldn’t stomach it another time? And how long could he stretch his grocery budget and still afford rent? He had to find a new job. Immediately.

*

JOB HUNTING WASN’T Julian’s chosen pastime. He’d rather do just about anything than open tab after tab on his phone to look for the right job. This one required a Master’s degree. That one needed eight years of experience and paid barely above what he’d been making at his last job. Another one still was offering a “partially paid internship,” enough to gain those years of experience, but not enough to even get by financially.

The whole thing felt like a scam. Take out student loans to get the degree, then try to pay off said student loans with what job? There weren’t any. He could feel the interest creeping higher, the dollar amount growing, with every second of job hunting he did.

By the end of three days, he’d managed to submit his resume to three separate places that almost looked okay, with only two of them being places he’d really want to work. The third was a safety net, which given his luck, was probably the only one he’d get.

Molly had helped with jobs before. She had experience in marketing and had a few contacts. Plus, she was a people person. She could go to brunch and walk away with a lifelong friend in someone seated at the table near hers. Connections came easy to Molly. So, it made sense for her to try to help him, but honestly, relying on his sister to get him job after job felt like a low point in his life. And anyway, the way she’d recommended him at the last workplace, which had been “such a great office atmosphere,” he questioned her judgment. Maybe it was an awesome atmosphere at the downtown location, where the actual marketing happened, the big-budget TikTok meetings to try to capture the virality that other brands pulled off flawlessly, or—more in Julian’s wheelhouse—ideas that would end up on glossy magazine ads or in front of influencers, the right catchphrases that would lure people to shop. Graphic design, social media, that was all good and dandy, but Julian was all about a killer bit of copy, or finding the right color scheme that screamed “Insert Brand Here.” Or rather, that was what he’d enjoyed in school. He’d never had the chance to actually apply his knowledge or skill set. And honestly, maybe some of that wasn’t even suited to marketing so much as graphic design, or some other component of the marketing machine. The problem was, his interests were varied in a way that didn’t work well to him getting a job either. Maybe it really was him, not any company he looked for. Still, any actual marketing beat sitting there, feeding numbers into spreadsheets, and cross-checking them with company goals.

Being out of school for three years, in a market that changed so quickly, wasn’t inspiring either. It felt like every day he worked a job he didn’t like, that didn’t fulfill him creatively or mentally, was one more day he was getting rustier about what marketing even meant. How did one practice such a job if all those jobs were filled by someone a business felt was more qualified (read: was a dinosaur in the industry, or had a family member giving them an in, most of the time)? And Julian had it lucky. He was a cis white guy. There were a million other people who deserved the job even more than he did, who had more skills than he did, and would be given less of a chance than him. He reminded himself to count his blessings, even as he stared at the companies he’d just submitted his resume and cover letter to. But it still nagged at him a little bit, how countless other people his age were killing it in their chosen fields as he sat waiting, hoping, to maybe get his foot in the door somewhere near the basement and claw his way up the ranks.


Chapter Three

“MOM SAID YOU got laid off.”

He hadn’t even gotten into the house from his latest interview before Molly cut to the chase on their phone call. She’d barely said hello as he headed up the stairs, ducking at the part where the ceiling sagged a little. He’d been surprised to hear from his sister. She rarely called him out of the blue. “Wow. That didn’t take long.”

“Actually, she called me right after talking to you.” That was days ago.

“In that case, I guess I should be asking what took you so long?”

“I was waiting for you to call me.”

Oh. Like it was inevitable. Like he was going to call her, crawl to her, beg her for help in finding a new job. Then again, that was what he always did. Except this time. Not this time. But otherwise, he only ever talked to her anymore if he was down on his luck. Because Molly had the connections. Molly was the successful one. Molly knew what to do when shit hit the fan. “I think I’ve got it handled this time, actually.”

“Yeah? That’s great. Where are you starting work? Or did you already start? Surely you at least have an interview lined up.”

He tensed up again. She was calling him out and they both knew it. This whole call was a fishing expedition. If he answered with a lie, she’d know, and she’d probably tell Mom he was lying about having a job. Who cares if she does? You’re a grown-ass man. If he answered with the truth, she’d feel the need to help him. To take pity on him and give him yet another leg up in the world. Then he’d feel indebted to her again. As always. He stayed quiet for a while, setting his messenger bag on the counter and heading to sit on the threadbare couch.

“Julian?”

“Sorry. I was…unloading my groceries.” Lie or something. Change the subject. Maybe she’ll forget. “What are you up to?”

“Ah. Groceries. Fun.” She paused for a beat. Maybe she did forget. “So, you didn’t answer my question.” Damn.

“I’m…I’m exploring my options.” Vague. Open-ended. You don’t need her help, but you’re not working just yet. You’re somewhere in between jobs but still totally okay. Everything’s fine.

“Right. So do you need me to call some people for you?”

“No. I just got back from an interview not that long ago.” He wanted to say he’d just gotten home, but then that would negate the fact he’d just lied about the grocery store, so then she’d think this was a lie instead. Never mind that the interview hadn’t gone well. They’d prodded too long about his recent experience for him to get a good vibe about them calling him back. He wondered if he should swallow his pride and say yes anyway, ask her to make some calls. Because the reality was, he couldn’t live on potatoes and spaghetti and ramen indefinitely. As it stood, he had maybe a month of rent left, if he barely ate and tightened his purse strings. The repeated layoffs had been a blow to his savings. Honestly, the low wages and high student debt had been a bigger blow. Then it hit him. Utilities. He hadn’t factored in the utilities. “I dunno, Molly. Maybe.”

“Good. Because I’ve got the perfect job for you. I mean, it’s not anything long-term, but it’ll get you by while we look for something else for you.” We. As if he wasn’t capable of doing it on his own. And the thing was, maybe he wasn’t, because every job he could remember having came with her help. The realization stung. Molly had always been so much more capable, and it hurt. She’d always had her life together…and he hadn’t. His parents knew it. Molly knew it. He knew it. Maybe that was why they ignored each other’s calls so often.

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“So, you know I travel a lot for work, right?” She didn’t mean it as a brag. He knew that. But it certainly felt like a brag when he was staring down potatoes for God knew how long. Before he had the chance to say anything, she continued. “Well, they’re sending me to Paris. And I’m going to be gone for a full month.”

He wondered where this was going. “Oh God. Are you asking me to be your personal assistant? Your bodyguard?” Honestly, traveling to Paris for a month didn’t sound so bad, even if it did mean a lot of time with his sister. His mind was already starting to float along with the possibility. If she was paying him to go to Paris, or at least paying for his travel, he could live with that. A croissant by the Seine and a few random French hookups—did the French have Grindr?—didn’t sound completely horrible in the grand scheme of things.

But then she laughed. Audibly, genuinely cackled into the phone. “No, of course not! I’d never ask you to drop everything in your life and fly overseas.”

Everything in his life? What exactly did he have in his life that he couldn’t drop? No job. No boyfriend. No…anything. His apartment, maybe. But really, looking around, what about it was so important he couldn’t leave it behind for a month? “Right. Yeah. That would be way too much to ask.”

“No, I mean, my usual dogsitter, right? She’s pregnant, and the timing is horrible, Julian. She’s going to be on maternity leave right when I have to go.” Oh. Of course. Somehow, her maternity leave would sound like some kind of personal slight to Molly and her plans. “Anyway, Sprinkles is going to be without a sitter, and I’m not sure I have time before I leave to go through an entire interview process to find a brand-new one. At least I know you, so you can handle it. It would be paid, and you could always stay at my house if you wanted a change of scenery.”

“Molly…”

“I’d pay you what your company was paying you, plus room and board. You can’t turn that down, can you?”

“Molly, seriously, I—”

“Honestly, it would be easier for you to come stay at my house because Sprinkles is used to being here, and she loves her routine.”

He’d almost forgotten she was one of those dog people, one who thought her dog was God’s gift to mankind, ensured her house was carefully curated to her dog’s preferences. So long as it was out of the cold, did a dog actually care? Did they know the difference between a cushy dog bed and just sleeping at the foot of a mattress? Or hell, the difference between a massive yard and whatever strip of grass was by an apartment, so long as they could piss and chase a ball? He rolled his eyes, thankful she couldn’t see him. “Honestly, Molly, I’m not exactly a dog person.” If he didn’t say it now, she’d completely steamroll him through the entire conversation and assume he was accepting before he could actually say no.

“Oh, now. Sprinkles isn’t really like, a dog, you know? She’s got so much personality you’d hardly even feel like you were spending time with a pet!” Molly was so insistent he had to wonder if she somehow thought Sprinkles was human. And if that were the case, why not call her Margaret or Kelly or Karen? Why Sprinkles? Because he’d never, ever met a human named Sprinkles. He couldn’t take the dog seriously with that name. Or anyone really.

“I…Molly, I just don’t think it’ll work, you know? I’m not cut out to dogsit for you.” Or for anyone. God. Dogs were a lot. They pooped, they ran away, they needed a ton of care. He couldn’t fathom watching a dog. Not for an hour, let alone a month. And this was just like Molly, to throw him some grunt work task instead of something in his field of interest. He couldn’t say field of expertise, really, but this wasn’t even remotely what he was interested in doing. But again, what did Molly care, so long as her needs were met?

“Okay. Well, then, I guess in the meantime, good luck. If you’re still looking for something when I get back from Paris, I’m happy to help you search. I’m sure I’ve got a contact somewhere with an opening.”

Julian cringed. “Thanks, Mol.” He couldn’t have felt more ridiculous and ashamed if he tried.

*

A RUN. THAT was the sort of fun, completely free activity Julian needed to clear his head. He laced up his sneakers, sitting on the part of his bed away from the weird ceiling radiator, the one he kept a towel wrapped around to keep it from dripping boiling water onto his head at night, and he tried to ignore the spring from the mattress that poked him in the ass. Maybe this was why he never invited guys back to his place. Nobody would want to sleep on this mattress. He didn’t even want to. He needed a mattress pad, but that was the sort of luxury he couldn’t afford now. Shifting on the bed, he started to lace his other sneaker. He looked down at the puke-green carpet. It hadn’t been updated since the ’70s. He was sure of it. There was no way it had been in style since then. And God, it was worn. He assumed it was probably once a shag carpet, but it had been worn down from tenant after tenant walking on it, pushing furniture around, and who knew what else? He stripped his shirt off and stood up, walked to his secondhand dresser, opened it, and tugged on a tank top, also secondhand.

For a moment, he thought about Molly, what she’d think about him if she ever saw his apartment, his life. He knew all too well what her life looked like. If she went for a run with Sprinkles, she would be clad in the newest lululemon, their problematic history be damned. She’d also probably have on brand-new sneakers. There was no harm in her living her best life, wearing something new (though, perhaps she should have picked a better brand to buy). Why did her life always work so well, when his was…well, what it was?

They’d grown up in the same house with the same parents. They’d gone to the same schools, ran in the same circles of friends, participated in similar activities in school. She’d played girls’ soccer, varsity. He’d been in boys’ soccer, though he’d only ever made it to the JV team. She’d done debate and made it to state. He’d tried his hand at forensics, and…they’d done fairly well, even without going to state. Somehow, he’d always been a few steps behind, a little shy of Molly’s grand legacy. They were one year apart in age, but a million miles apart from each other’s existence. And now, as a result, they only spoke if he needed something. She was some sort of divine being, a show of the kind of life her parents expected of them. He was a disappointment in every sense of the word.

He sighed, straightened his shorts, and crossed the floor carefully to narrowly avoid the lump in the carpet leading into the living room that had tripped him up a million times when he’d first moved in. He was pretty sure it was a crack or lift in the floorboards, but he wasn’t about to peel back the carpet to check. He needed to focus on his run. That was it. Just one run, without thinking about the bills or Molly or anything else.
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