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“Zoey, you need to get our sales up!” Gleeson Frost pinched his thin lips together and shoved his thick black eyebrows so high they disappeared under his curly hair. “If we don’t get subscription sales up by at least 40% this month, there’s gonna be cuts!”

“There are,” I corrected.

He blinked, jaw slack, head bobbing slightly. “Yeah! That’s what I just said.”

“Actually, you said there is, not there are.” I was a bit pissed off that a magazine marketing manager so frequently used incorrect grammar. I was so fed up with this tyrant causing so much stress that no one could even work, that some little part of the vindictive side of me couldn’t help but point out his grammar shortfalls. Now, I’m not a grammar expert, and I myself am not perfect, so I don’t bother analyzing the way everyone else speaks. But this guy drove me to think and do things that I wouldn’t under normal circumstances.

“You think you’re so smart?” Gleeson planted a hand on one hip and cocked his head, missing his attempt at intimidation. “I’ve been told I have to make some cuts in this department, so don’t piss me off! You’re killing the company!”

“Gleeson, you refuse to take my advice, and then freak out when we can’t hit the sales numbers for the quarter.” I was faintly aware of coworkers scrambling to either avoid the scene or watch. “I told you that if you don’t properly set up the CRM, emails end up going to the wrong people! You wouldn’t listen, and now a bunch of sales letters have gone out to people that cancelled their subscriptions! I told you I’d set it up for you, but no, you had to get Max to do it!”

“It wasn’t Max’s fault!” He threw up his hands. “It’s the stupid system!”

“No, it wasn’t set up correctly!” I shot back. “You’re the one killing the company! You’re too stubborn to listen to someone that’s been doing this longer than you have!”

“Look, I’m your boss!” His voice rose to match mine. “You do your job and let me worry about mine! If you’d just done what you were told, maybe our numbers would be up!”

“I have been doing my job.” I kept my tone even. “And I have ideas for new ways to promote, but you won’t stop micromanaging long enough for me to do anything!”

“Again, I’m the boss!” He jabbed a finger into his chest. “If you’d do what I told you to do, I wouldn’t have to micromanage you! I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying. My boss told me I have to make cuts to this department! Three people have to go if we don’t get our numbers up. If we don’t get enough sales this quarter, there will be no magazine next quarter to even work at! We’ll all be out of work!”

I closed my eyes and let out a long breath. “We’ll do what we can.” I needed this to be over. I couldn’t afford to lose my job today.

“Also, I need those press releases sent out today.” He straightened and waved the papers in his hand. “We need to get those out by noon at the latest, understand?”

“I’ll do it right away.”

“Max!” Gleeson wheeled around and stormed down the hall. “I thought I told you to redo the website! It has to pop!”

Charlene, the publicist, didn’t look up from her screen when I walked into our shared office. “I could hear him from down here.” She rolled her eyes, still typing furiously without missing a beat. “Where did we fail him today?”

“We need to get those press releases out for the new launch today. But seriously, launching the new branding isn’t going to help until we fix the CRM.”

“Yesterday, he said we weren’t going to do those releases anyway, and he was going to provide new ones.” She leaned back from her computer. “By the way—”

Gleeson shoved the door open. “Zoey, I need you to run my webinar this afternoon!” He was gone before I could respond.

“When?” I called after him.

“Three!” His voice echoed down the hall.

“How does he expect us to do anything here?” I looked at Charlene. “How do you do it? How do you not let any of his insanity bother you? You’re my hero, you know.”

She swiveled in her chair and smiled broadly. “I’ll let you in on a little secret.” She nodded toward her purse at her feet. “I take sedatives to come to work. It works like a charm!”

“What?” I stared at her. “You shouldn’t joke about stuff like that. Seriously, can you please give me the real secret to how you’ve survived here almost as long as I have? I’m turning into a basket-case, and you’re as cool as a cucumber!”

“You are so funny, Zoey.” She pulled her purse into her lap and produced a small prescription bottle. “I told my doctor that work was causing me so much anxiety I couldn’t sleep. She gave me these. They helped with sleep, but as it turned out, they also help with my workday if I take one with breakfast! You can have one if you want.”

“No thanks.” I watched in horror as she tapped one tiny yellow pill into her palm. “Seriously, it’s dangerous to take someone else’s meds!”

“Suit yourself.” She studied the pill, then dropped it back into the bottle and capped it. “You wanted to know my secret. There it is. Talk to your doctor. I’m sure you’ll be able to take something.”

“Do you hear how insane this is?” I threw up my hands. “You are having to take medication just to be able to work here?”

“You wanted to know!” She turned sharply back to her screen.

“I’m not saying I don’t understand.” I forced my voice down. “I mean it’s insane that Gleeson is that bad of a manager that he’s ruining our lives.”

She shrugged. “At least the pay is good.”

“Not when you do the math!” I sat down and flicked on my computer. “When I was told that I’d be making $1200 a week on salary, I wasn’t told that I’d be working 80 hours a week! Do you know what that actually works out to? $15 an hour!”

She shrugged, eyes never leaving her screen.

“When I was in the design department, I was making $25 an hour! But I only had to work 40 hours a week. So, for only $200 more a week, I doubled my workload because Gleeson has me on call day and night! I literally have no free time! Instead of making $30 an hour, I’m making $15.”

“Just tell him.” Her tone stayed mild.

“I have!” My voice rose again. “How can you not be bothered by only making $15 an hour?”

“$15 isn’t that bad. That’s higher than my last job. It’s pretty good, actually.”

“Not for living in the city!” I stared at her. “How can earning that little not bother you? You need to stop taking those drugs!”

She spun around, chair squeaking under the force. “For your information, Zoey, I’m not making $15 an hour! I’m making $50 an hour. And I don’t work 80 hours a week. You know why? Because when I leave here, I turn my phone off!”

“Charlene!” I leaned forward. “I’ve called you after six! We’ve gone out together! You don’t turn your phone off!”

“I turn this one off.” She lifted the phone from her desk. Then she pulled another from her purse. “This is my work phone. This is my personal phone.” She held them side by side, raising the pink flowery case. “This is the one you call me on.” Then she lifted the plain gray one. “This is my old phone that I keep to give to employers and the government. Personal phone. Work phone. It’s a simple system.”

“Hold it.” Her words finally registered. “You’re making $50 an hour? Aren’t you on salary? How much do you really make?”

She turned back to her screen.

“No, seriously.” I leaned toward her desk. “Tell me. I won’t be mad.”

“Promise?”

“Of course. You’re my best friend. You know I always celebrate your wins!”

“Okay.” She shrugged. “I get $2000 a week.”

What? I shrieked in my head. “Oh.” I forced a smile. “That’s great.”

She shrugged again and resumed typing.

And I sat there, staring at my screen, already knowing that whatever my next move would be, it would have to be carefully thought out.
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“You’ll never guess what Charlene makes.”

“Can you please stop talking about work for one frickin minute?” Randy glared at me over his Chinese food, a noodle hanging out of his mouth.

“But don’t you even want to know?”

“No, I don’t.” He kept chewing, mouth open, which was probably my fault for asking him a question when his mouth was full. Still—gross. At least he had the decency not to lick his plate in public like he did at home.

“She’s making $2000 a week! Can you believe that? I’m the one that got her hired, and she’s making way more than I am!”

He stuffed more food in his mouth than was reasonable and shook his head. “It’s like you don’t even listen to me. I’m not interested. I’m not interested in your work!”

“It’s not about my work.” I felt myself bristle. “It’s about how I could be getting paid more, and I’m not!”

“Then get paid more.” His eyes stayed fixed on his plate.

“How?” Talking to Randy was worse than talking to a brick wall, because at least a brick wall wouldn’t say stupid stuff back.

“Just tell them you want more. Tell them she gets more than you do, and you want a raise.”

“It’s not that easy. But it’s just not fair.”

“See, this is why I hate eating out with you.” He dropped his fork with a clatter. “All you talk about is work!”

“You talk about the things that bother you. And I always listen. When something about your work is bothering you, I listen to you.”

“But I don’t go on and on and on.”

“I wasn’t going on and on and on.” I forced my tone to stay level. “I was trying to tell you, Charlene gets paid way more than I do, and it’s not fair.”

“So, it’s not fair.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “A lot of things in life aren’t fair. If you don’t like it, do something about it!”

“Fine. I will!” I didn’t know what I would do, but I knew I would do something.

Just as I was trying to think up a more benign topic to get our date night back on an even keel, my phone buzzed. I yanked it out of my purse and looked.

“Let me guess.” Randy didn’t even look up. “Work.”

Of course it was a work text.

I just sent you new press releases, Gleeson wrote. Make sure you send these out first thing in the morning. Discard the old ones.

“Can we just have one dinner without you bringing your work with you?”

“I have to answer this. He wants me to throw out something he told me to send this morning!”

“Leave it!” Randy reached across the table and deftly swiped the phone from my hand.

“Randy!” My voice came out far too loud. “Give it back! I have to answer that! I have to tell him I’ve already sent those out!”

“It can wait until work hours.” He slipped the phone into his pocket. “You complain that you don’t get paid enough, but it’s your own fault for working outside of work hours. It’s your choice to be at his beck and call.”

“It’s in my job description! Besides, I can’t help it. This is important!”

“So is date night!” He shoved my buzzing phone deeper into his pocket. “How would you like it if I was on my phone about work all night when we’re supposed to be having a date?”

“I’m sorry.” I let out a long sigh. He was right. “I’ll turn my phone off.”

“I’m keeping it until morning.”

“It’s my phone. You can’t keep it until morning. What if I have some kind of family emergency?”

“Then I’ll check every text and call.” He pulled it back out and scanned the screen. “Seems like your boss spends too much of his own personal time thinking about you.” In horror, I watched him start typing. “This’ll cool his jets.”

“What are you saying? Randy, don’t! It’s work! You’ll get me fired!”

“You’re not happy anyway.” His thumbs kept moving. “If you get fired, then we can actually talk about something other than your work. You won’t be tied to your phone, and we can have more free time.”

“Randy, please.” I leaned across the table. “Give me back the phone. I promise I’ll turn it off and put it in my purse for the rest of the night! Please stop! Don’t text him!”

“What are you afraid of?” He paused mid-type. “Is something going on between you two?”

“What? Of course not! Where did you get that idea?”

Randy chuckled and continued typing.

“Remember, I make more money than you do.” I gripped the edge of the table. “If I lose my job, we’ll really have to cut back.”

He bit his lip. The smile left his eyes. “Here.” He tossed the phone across the table. “I was just joking.”

I grabbed it and looked at the screen. All he’d texted Gleeson was, Eating dinner, talk tomorrow.

I looked at Randy. “Who were you texting?”

He said nothing, just pulled out his own phone and began typing.

A second later, mine buzzed.

Me, he texted to me.

I felt like an idiot as I read the messages he’d pretended were to Gleeson.

I’m out on a date with my girlfriend and her boss. All she talks about is work, work, work.

I felt like an idiot. “I’m sorry.” My heart sank. Maybe I really was a terrible date. “I’ll never talk about work again while we’re out.” I shoved my phone into my purse.

We ate dessert in silence.

“You can get the check.” Randy stood and pushed his chair back. “I’ll get the car.”

I glared at him. He’d insisted we eat here nearly every night for the past few weeks, and he’d paid for it since my money paid for our annual vacations, most of which were his choice.

“You make more money than I do.” He walked away in a huff.

I paid the bill with a scowl that the blonde cashier seemed to take personally. I couldn’t even fake a smile so I tipped her extra.

We drove home in silence.

As dates go, this was the worst yet, topped only by the one in which his ex-girlfriend had shown up drunk and tried to push me out of a seat she claimed rightfully belonged to her.
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Gleeson was waiting for me at my desk when I arrived the following morning. Charlene was nowhere in sight.

“Here.” He slapped a stack of papers onto my desk. “I need you to take these and build some new press releases out of them. Three should do. I want them released before three o’clock.”

“Wait!” I caught him as he hurried out of my office. “What about the ones I sent yesterday?”

“No, those were the old ones.” He turned halfway back. “I don’t want those sent out. Send the new ones out today.”

“I already sent those other ones out.”

“What?” He spun on his heel and strode back toward me. “Why on earth did you do that? Those were the old ones! I didn’t want those to go out!”

“You told me to send them out yesterday!”

“No.” Rage slid across his face. “I specifically said last week that we were not sending those!”

“But then you told me yesterday to send them!”

“And I told you yesterday not to!” His voice ricocheted off the walls. “I texted you!”

“Hours after I’d already sent them!” Something in me snapped. “You said to send them, and I sent them! If you don’t want me to do something, don’t tell me to do it!”

“Don’t forget who’s the boss around here!” His beady eyes narrowed even further.

“You may be the boss around here,” I said, standing and grabbing my purse, “but I’m not going to be around here anymore. I quit!”

“You can’t do that!”

I shoved pens into my purse, grabbed my planner in one hand and my plant in the other. Everything else was company property.

“Stop!” he barked as I brushed past him. “If you’re really leaving, you have to fill out the resignation form.”

“Email me the link.” I headed for the elevators.

“You won’t get paid for today, you know!”

I kept walking.

The elevator doors opened and I nearly collided with Charlene.

“Where are you going?” She lifted her coffee cup high to avoid spilling it.

“Home.” I maneuvered around her. “I’m quitting.”

“What!” She jammed her hand between the doors. “You can’t quit!”

I silently shook my head, staring at the ceiling.

“Come on, Zoey.” Her tone softened. “Let’s talk about it. It can’t be that bad.”

“Please move. This stuff is heavy.” It wasn’t, but I didn’t want to take the chance of my resolve fading. I knew how effective Charlene’s tactics were. She was a publicist after all.

She glanced at her watch, scrunched her face, then waved lightly as the doors slid shut.

The drive home was a blur, and it wasn’t just because of the thick and heavy raindrops that pounded the windshield.

As I unlocked the apartment, I heard movement inside. My heart froze for a moment as I imagined burglars trying to make off with the TV. Even in a momentary panic, my overthinking side of my brain still kicked in. Wait. Would burglars lock the door behind them during a robbery? It would make the getaway slower.

I slowly pushed open the door and peeked in. I was surprised to see Randy standing in the middle of the living room staring at me with an open mouth.

“What are you doing home?” we both said at the same time.

“I asked you first.” I dropped my purse. “But I quit my job.”

“What?” His voice jumped, then he went still.

“So why are you still here? I figured you’d be at work by now.”

He had one sock on. His fly was down. He zipped it casually.

He hastily looked around the living room before answering. “Uh, I spilled coffee on my pants and had to come back and change.”

Something was off. I could feel it in my bones. “What’s going on?” My eyes traced the path his had taken.

That’s when I saw the red high heel shoe near the couch.

He tried to nudge it away with his toe.

“Zoey, wait!” He tried to jump in front of me as I stormed toward the bedroom.

I froze as I heard the bathroom door by the entry close.

I turned and pushed past him as the blonde cashier from Randy’s favorite restaurant hurried toward the door, tucking in her shirt.

Randy rushed between the interloper and me, spreading his arms as though I was going to attack her or something. I’m not a violent sort of person, but the look of fear in Randy’s bulging eyes confessed that he thought I had a reason to be. “It’s not what you think!”

I pushed past him and caught the door before it closed. I watched her as she pounded on the elevator button. “You forgot your shoe!” I yelled.

She apparently didn’t care about her shoes. I watched the elevator doors close slowly on her still-startled face.

I turned to Randy, who had gone pale. “I cannot believe you!”

“Look, it’s not what you think.”

I grabbed the red shoes from behind the edge of the couch and hurried to the window and opened it just as she ran out into the back parking lot. “You’ll need these!” I threw the first one down and it splashed in a deep puddle in front of her. 

She ignored it and kept running for her car as the second shoe landed with a splash behind her. Her car was pulling out of the parking spot faster than I thought was possible, stopping only for her to rush out and grab her wet shoes before making her quick getaway.

I slammed the window down and turned to Randy, who had frozen in the middle of the living room. I folded my arms across my chest. “How long has this been going on? Is this the first day you skipped work to fool around?”

His shoulders slumped. “Oh, Zoey.” He stared at the ceiling. “I’m sorry. I was just so depressed, and you’ve been so busy lately, you never have time for me!”

“Don’t you blame this on me!” My voice cracked through the lump in my throat. “You’re a grown man! You made the decision to cheat on me, and don’t you dare try to blame that on me!”

He walked away and dropped onto the couch.

“Aren’t you going to work?” My question was probably a surprise to us both. “We can’t afford for you to lose your job after I’ve just lost mine!”

What was I thinking? Randy cheated on me!

He’d crossed the line that I’d always promised myself would mean the end of the relationship, but my mind raced to questions of whether we could get beyond this instead.

My question was met with silence.

He slumped forward and let out a long, heavy sigh.

“What?” A surge of panic shot through me. Was this serious? Was he actually in love with that woman? Was Randy really going to leave me? “Randy, we can sort everything out when you get home from work. I am willing to take some of the responsibility.”

What am I saying?

I sat down beside him, appalled at my own words, staring straight ahead. I couldn’t bear to look at his face right now. For the sake of wanting the ground to stop shaking beneath my feet, more untruths spilled from my lips.

“Randy, look, I know I’ve been putting too much focus on work, but now I’ll have more time to spend with you. I promise, the next job I take will only be a job and not a round-the-clock obsession. I’m sorry for not being there for you enough.”

Stop! Stop! I mentally ordered my mouth to just stop apologizing for his behavior, but some deep fear of abandonment kept throwing words I hated at the situation.

“We’ll sort this out, don’t worry. Right now we’ve got bigger fish to fry. We at least need your income until I get another job, so we really can’t afford for you to miss work.” I hated that money was forcing me to act like this was no big deal. That my boyfriend of eight years hadn’t just cheated on me.

“Zo.” His voice was flat. “I lost my job a week-and-a-half ago.”

“What?” I spun around to face him. “Why didn’t you tell me? How could you not tell me?”

“I never got a chance. I tried to tell you last night. I was going to tell you. But you were always on the phone.”

“That’s not true. My phone didn’t ring for at least an hour when we were out!”

“Oh, an hour, big deal. Forgive me for not spitting it out in that small window of opportunity to have a conversation with you!”

“You spent an hour talking about football!”

I clenched my jaw and counted silently.

“Okay, look, Randy, I have enough in my bank account to cover my share of the bills for next month. You get paid on Friday, and you’ll probably get your last check with that, or maybe one afterwards, so we should be okay. I’m sure we both can find jobs in the next few weeks. After all, this is the big city. There’re tons of jobs!”

He shook his head slowly.

I felt my jaw and my shoulders drop at the same time. “What aren’t you telling me now?”

“I got fired a week-and-a-half ago. I hadn’t worked for two weeks before that. I already got my last paycheck.”

My voice dropped. “You mean you don’t even have half of the bill money for next month? Oh my God, Randy! The first is next week! I haven’t even started saving again after that last vacation.”

“I know, Zoey!” He jumped to his feet. “Don’t you think I already know that?”

“So instead of going out looking for work the past three weeks, you’ve been screwing around with another woman?” The anger flared again. “How dare you, Randy?”

“You said yourself, you’re mostly to blame for that. If you’d been around more, I wouldn’t have had to get consolation from another woman!”

“Consolation? For what? Because you didn’t show up to work and you got fired? Instead of crying on some other woman’s shoulder, why weren’t you out looking for work?”

“There’s nothing that I want to do! Don’t worry, Zoey, I’ll be out of your hair soon enough!” He turned and headed toward the door.

“Where are you going?” I followed him in shock and watched as he grabbed his wallet, jacket, phone, and keys. “Why are you leaving?”

“I’m going to Shelly’s. She understands me!”

“But what about me? How can you just leave me like that?”

He opened the door. “I don’t know what you’re gonna do, Zoey. But I can’t deal with this.”

And he was gone. Gone to Shelly’s. A woman that at least had a source of income and most likely the rent money for next month!
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By the time I’d smashed several items that Randy had bought me over the years, sent about 99 texts to Randy that remained unanswered, used up three boxes of tissues and a roll of toilet paper from crying, my survival instinct kicked in.

Get up! I willed myself. I knew I needed a shower. I’d done nothing but lay in bed crying for three full days and nights, only drifting into short rounds of sleep from sheer exhaustion. I was glad that it just kept raining. It was like the universe was backing me up, telling me it was okay to cry because the world was too. Angry fire and police sirens wailed down the block as usual, but now I internalized them as a cry of despair at everything wrong in the world.
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