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NO MATTER HOW STRONG of a person you are, there’s always someone who can make you weak...

I’ve got a thousand problems, and money is definitely one of them. Being sued by my former friend for costing her a job, getting fired, and walking away from my billionaire boyfriend all in the same week? 

Yep, that’s exactly the kind of all-star losing streak I’m on. To make matters worse, I just leased a new apartment that I suddenly can’t afford.

Everything seems bleak, but when I go back to Brad to let him know about my court case, one thing leads to another. We can’t keep our hands off each other, no matter what is going on in the world around us.

Slowly, we manage to patch things up, and my luck turns around. But is it enough to save us from the jaws of one of Brad’s former business partners? He’s determined to take Brad down, and he’s using our relationship to do it. I can’t let Brad face the criminal on his own, but what can I do? The fact that we’re sleeping together just might be the thing that delivers our opponent the win.
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​Theodora
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THE FLAMES DANCED IN the fire pit, captivating me with their liquid waves. The warmth they shed didn’t penetrate past a few feet, leaving my backside cold, though my chest and my hands were comfortable.

I wore layers to keep away the December chill. There wasn’t anyone around I wanted to impress, so I spared little thought to my wardrobe beyond comfort. Beneath my jacket and my T-shirt, I wore a pair of pajamas. Their soft fabric was the only thing I had going for me at the moment, and it was beyond depressing.

I took a sip of the beer in my hand. My brother had outdone himself this time. While he usually picked the cheapest swill, for some reason, he had managed to find something even more watered down than ever. He sat across the fire from me, watching me carefully as I stared into the flames.

“It’s gonna be okay, Teddy,” Corey said.

I frowned. It was sweet of him to care, but I didn’t feel like anything was going to be okay. Brad and I weren’t seeing each other anymore. It had been weeks since I’d even received a text. He had probably moved on with his life, and I should have been happy for him. But I wasn’t.

My relationship with Brad began less than a year ago when he hired me to be his executive assistant. Since then, we’d had our ups and downs. I quit the job after getting into some legal trouble with a friend. She was fired and I wasn’t, so the optics weren’t good. I thought I could solve things by walking away from Retro, the technology company that brought us all together.

It was a move designed to allow us to pursue a meaningful relationship, but fate just kept throwing roadblocks in our way. First it was the lawsuit, then it was money. Instead of coming together, we argued.

The childish, petulant part of me wanted him to drive up at this very minute. He would bring flowers and the keys to his mansion and beg me to come back to him. I knew that I was half of the reason we’d parted, but that didn’t stop me from lamenting the decision. If only things were different. If only I had a second chance to go back and fix my many mistakes.

“I just feel like I’m back at square one,” I complained. Since it was obvious where my mind was and that I couldn’t concentrate on anything outside my own experience, I decided to take advantage of Corey’s sympathetic ear. “I haven’t made any progress since I was living here before.”

“What do you mean, you haven’t made any progress?” Corey objected. “You’re not living over my garage anymore. You have your own place, and by all accounts, it’s a nice one.”

“You haven’t even been to visit,” I complained.

“Let’s fix that,” he suggested. “You can have us over for dinner some night.”

By ‘us,’ he meant him and his wife and two daughters. They were my only remaining family and provided the only shelter for me in my emotional storm. I loved my two nieces to death, and I would do anything for them. While Corey teased me at times, he was also very supportive. And his wife Sunny was the best friend a girl could ask for.

“It’s a small apartment,” I said reluctantly. “I don’t think the girls would enjoy coming to visit.”

“All right,” Corey replied. “But the offer stands.”

I smiled slightly, distracted into thinking about how I would stage my own place to provide entertainment for two young kids. I didn’t have any coloring books or toys. The best I could do was put some movie on television, but that wasn’t likely to engage them for very long. I also didn’t cook, so the meal would have to be takeout.

“I don’t have a dining room table,” I added, extending my internal dialogue.

“Okay,” he relented. “I’m just saying that you’re not back at square one.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I said, getting to the heart of the matter.

Corey didn’t have an answer to that, so he just took a sip of his brew and remained silent.

“I’m on rocky ground in my new job, and my best friend is taking me to court,” I continued.

“Since when is Nikki your best friend?” Corey asked.

“Since we both worked together at Retro,” I replied.

I seriously considered just letting Nikki win. If I could give her what she was asking for, maybe I would feel better about myself. Maybe the whole thing would fade into the past, and I could get on with my life.

But the catch was that by acquiescing to Nikki’s version of events, I would have put Brad’s case in jeopardy. The one thing he had going for him was that Nikki was the mastermind behind the break-in and not me. If I was an unwilling accomplice, then the difference in punishment between us seemed reasonable. If we were equally culpable, then Brad looked like a chauvinist.

I tried to explain where I was coming from, but I wasn’t able to put my fears into words. Brad tried to comfort me, but what he thought was sage advice I saw as domineering manipulation. He even offered to pay Nikki off for me, just as long as I didn’t admit guilt.

We fought for weeks. Eventually, the strain became too much, and we went our separate ways. Just before Thanksgiving, my case was heard. I couldn’t bring myself to capitulate. Thinking about Brad and how much he meant to me, I couldn’t do that to him. So I held my breath, and my head up high and gutted my way through the court date.

It still wasn’t resolved. There was one more date in which my lawyer would face down hers. I hated this combative relationship. I didn’t want anyone out there hating me as much as I feared Nikki hated me.

All I wanted was for everyone in my life to get along, but that just wasn’t possible. And I made such a mess of things trying to please everyone, that in the end, I pleased no one. I was alone in an apartment that I couldn’t afford with a new job that I wasn’t very good at.

The whole thing had been such an emotional strain that I wasn’t able to be there for my new employer. She was sweet, but I could tell her patience was coming to an end. Every morning, I went in with a renewed determination to show up and be my best. But something always went wrong. Either I was tired from a lack of sleep or stressed out over some new development in the case. It affected my ability to do my job and made me seem like some kind of basket case.

At least Corey was there for me. He wouldn’t judge me. No matter how far down the rabbit hole I went, he would always be there to help me out. All I had to do was call, and he would drop everything to talk to me. Or at the very least, he would invite me over for family dinner where I could forget my troubles for a few hours.

That’s how I ended up there that night. I’d shown up at Corey’s doorstep, more emotional than usual. He’d invited me in, and I spent a few happy hours playing with his daughters before they went to bed.

Afterward, Corey invited me out to the yard where we built a fire. Sunny was inside where it was warm, getting things ready for the next day. Corey offered me a beer and a shoulder to cry on, and we sat together, facing the gentle flames.

“You’ve gone through a lot in the past few months,” Corey said, reminiscing. “You have a job at the art gallery. Who knows what kind of exposure that could bring to your own artwork? You took a trip to Paris. You committed a crime and got someone fired.”

I glared at him.

He shrugged. “That was a joke.”

“It wasn’t funny.”

“Anyway,” he continued, “I’m proud of you for not backing down with Nikki. You’re not to blame, and you shouldn’t accept full responsibility.”

“I’m partially to blame,” I corrected him.

“But so is she,” he argued. “And you’re not suing her for anything.”

“No,” I agreed. I hadn’t looked at things that way before.

Maybe I should be angry with Nikki. It was true that she was the one who’d pushed us all into the rideshare. I’d spoken up at least half a dozen times saying that I didn’t think it was a good idea. I’d followed her into the darkened building, but then my conscious got the better of me, and I’d called the security company. I’d tried to apologize multiple times, but no one was interested in hearing it. If you looked at it that way, I should be the one suing her, and not the other way around.

True, I kept my job for a few weeks after Nikki was fired. But then I quit. And I lost the only man I had ever really loved. So I was a victim too. The only difference was that it would never occur to me to seek monetary damages. I wasn’t going to foist my tragedy off on someone else like Nikki was trying to do.

“You’re right,” I said, finishing off the beer in my hand.

“I am?” Corey asked, surprised.

“Yeah,” I continued. “I have just as much cause to be angry with her as she has to be angry with me.”

“I’m glad you see that,” he said.

“I just want to fast-forward past December. I can’t deal with Christmas right now,” I complained.

“Why not?” He made a face as if I had insulted his car or his woodworking. “Christmas is the best time of the year.”

“For you maybe,” I said, knowing how I sounded. I was engaging in a pity party, and it wasn’t attractive. But it was how I felt. “You get to decorate the tree and play Santa Claus. You’ll probably go to some holiday-themed concert or play at the girls’ school.”

He nodded his head, confirming that there was just such an event on his calendar.

“You’ll cuddle up with your wife and sip eggnog while you’re opening presents. But I’m just going to be alone. I don’t even have a cat.” The more I spoke, the more depressed I became.

“There are so many things wrong with that statement, I don’t know where to begin,” Corey said. “For starters, you’re coming to the school play. Chloe gave you the invitation, I know she did.”

I sighed. It was true. The little girl had given me a hand-drawn invitation; I just hadn’t put it on my schedule yet.

“And we fully expect you to be there on Christmas day to open presents with us,” Corey continued.

“We’ll see,” I said. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to be a part of the festivities. I would have backed out of the school play if I didn’t think it would hurt my niece. It wasn’t just that Corey got to experience all these things and I didn’t; it was that he was a part of them, while I was just a fifth wheel.

“I’m not gonna take no for an answer,” Corey decided.

“We’ll see,” I said firmly. 

I wasn’t going to promise to engage in anything that might make me uncomfortable. If I could just soldier through the holidays, then January would emerge and maybe things would be all right. Christmas was a magical time for children, but for adults, it was just a collection of responsibilities grouped together under the heading “family time.” I didn’t have a family of my own, and as sweet as Corey was being, I knew that my absence wouldn’t make or break their experience.

“Have you spoken to Brad?” Corey asked. “He’s invited too.”

“No, we haven’t spoken,” I admitted. “We’re kind of on a break, or maybe we’ve broken up. I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him in a few weeks.”

“A few weeks?” Corey asked, sounding surprised.

I could tell that was a bad thing. Corey was doing the math about new relationships and how long you could innocently go without talking to someone you had just recently hooked up with. Two weeks was breaking the threshold, and I knew it. The romance was more than likely over, though neither of us had been formal about ending it.

The last few times we talked, we’d argued. The last time we said goodbye, it felt final. I would be lying if I claimed I hadn’t examined our last spat on Brad’s couch from every angle possible. What had I said wrong? What had he said wrong? Could we possibly have met in the middle, or was our breakup unavoidable?

I came up with a fat load of nothing except a headache every single time. I was tired of thinking about it. If Corey felt sorry for me, he knew enough to keep it to himself. It was just another straw on the monstrous load I was carrying, and I didn’t need to revisit it.

What I needed to do was put down my burden for a moment so that I could appreciate the good things I still had in my life. There was Corey and his family; there was my health. That was all I could think of on the relatively short list of things I had going for me. Somehow, the exercise designed to make myself feel better only ended up making me feel worse.
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I OFTEN ARRIVED IN the office early, but that Monday, I made an effort to get there before the rest of the staff. It was important to have time to center myself, to get coffee and read emails before the big meeting. There was something that I wanted to discuss with my financial advisor, my lawyer, my investors, and my accountants, and I’d called them all into a nine a.m. meeting to deliver the news.

No one thought it was going to be an easy meeting. I could tell from the few folks I had live conversations with that they were eager to get to the bottom of what was going on. I put them off, promising to reveal everything at the meeting. So I gave myself a few hours alone in the office to prepare.

Less than a year ago, when I bought Retro, it was almost an impulsive decision. I learned to trust my gut, and it was telling me that getting into design and technology was a good move. I still appreciated the logic behind the decision, but things hadn’t exactly gone according to plan.

For starters, I had been lied to during the sale. Nick Pierce had inflated the value of the company, and I had only recently discovered the extent to which Retro was operating in the red. For the first few months I had control, I'd chalked it up to a change of management. Every company undergoes some growing pains when a new owner takes charge. It’s only natural for profits to dip. But usually, with the right amount of restructuring and a focus on customer service, those profits can be recouped. That hadn’t happened with Retro, and now I knew why.

The hole I was trying to dig out of went much deeper than I had been led to believe. There were problems going back several years that had never been addressed. Pierce had used Band-Aid solutions while he was governing, and then painted a pretty picture overtop of it all to encourage me to buy at what I thought was a fair market value.

I took the next natural step and shook up the staff pool. That meant letting go of hundreds of people, but I promised them all severance checks that should have lasted them for months. Unbeknownst to me, Pierce pocketed that money before turning over the reins, then left to continue his shady dealings elsewhere.

I put two and two together a bit late. My girlfriend, Teddy, was caught breaking into the corporate offices to try to prove that I was culpable in the crime. I never should have withheld my suspicions from her. If I had just let her in on the fact that I was beginning to suspect Pierce of embezzlement, she wouldn’t have had any reason to go behind my back in the first place.

Then to be sued by the woman I fired was like some kind of cosmic karma, only it wasn’t just me who was suffering. Teddy was wracked with guilt, and despite my best efforts, she refused to let go of it. We hadn’t spoken to each other in weeks, ever since the night before Teddy’s case was scheduled to be heard.

I’d gone to the courthouse to show support, but I was stopped on the way in by none other than Pierce himself. He tried to blackmail me. He said if I dropped my investigation into him, he would make Nikki’s lawsuit go away. I wasn’t sure how he was connected to Nikki or whether the whole thing had been orchestrated from the beginning. Not that it mattered. I lost the one thing that meant the most to me: Teddy’s love.

What I was left with was the carcass of a company that I thought was going to galvanize my fortune. Instead, it was like an albatross around my neck, and I was ready to be rid of it once and for all.

It wasn’t a purely selfish decision. I still believed in the potential of the company to do good things. We had amassed a decent collection of artwork and were poised to provide new artists with a platform that would allow them increased visibility. We had several hundred loyal customers and were working on an enhanced database that would allow everyone to search for art that resonated with them. Some of those things I’d had a hand in building. I felt like even if I handed the company off to a new owner, I was leaving it better than I found it. That was something.

I wasn’t looking forward to explaining all this to my stakeholders. Some of them would understand, but some would be up in arms. I prepared a few answers in advance to some of the questions that I thought would arise.

Two hours passed fairly quickly, and suddenly, it was time for the show. My new assistant, Clara, came in to inform me that all the players had assembled in the board room. I thanked her, standing up and straightening my tie.

It was ridiculous to be so nervous. I knew exactly what I wanted to say and why it was so important. Still, the opinions of all these people mattered, and I didn’t want the meeting to devolve into something adversarial. I hoped that wouldn’t happen, but with emotions in play, you could never tell.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” I said as I swung into the room.

Two dozen pairs of eyes turned to me. Most of the attendees smiled, though some held back in reserve. They each had been asked to join us without knowing exactly what the meeting was about. I moved to the head of the table and set down a stack of folders.

“Thank you for coming in so early,” I said. “I won’t waste any of your time.”

Everyone took their seat, watching me expectantly.

“I’ve decided to sell,” I said, getting the worst of the announcement out of the way immediately. “I didn’t think I would be in this position until at least a year from now, but there have been some snags, and I think that handing the company off is the best choice of action.”

One man near the head of the table raised his hand. He was a banker and used to being one of the most important people in the room. “Why now?” he asked.

“The previous owner, Mr. Nick Pierce, and I are heading toward some legal difficulties,” I disclosed. “I don’t want Retro caught in the crossfire.”

Everyone seemed to appreciate that logic. I began to hand out the folders that Clara had assembled, one to each stakeholder. After a minute, each person had their own set of data to look at, and the room quieted down considerably.

“There’s another, related problem,” I began, launching into the heart of my battle with Pierce. “When I first took over, I let go more than half of the staff. This was necessary to trim the fat and right the ship. However”—I paused for effect, knowing that I had everyone’s attention—“I promised severance checks for all the dismissed employees, and I am investigating the possibility that the money was stolen.”

The accountants, lawyers, and bankers glanced around, each one wondering the same thing. “Who stole it?” someone asked.

“I’d rather not put my suspicions into words at this moment.” I declined to name Pierce, though I thought it was rather obvious who my prime suspect was. “There may be legal action eventually, but until then, it’s best if I don’t make accusations. The point is that the money disappeared, and I am actively searching for the responsible party. I would also like to find a way to repay those folks who lost out, and I think a sale of the company would accomplish that. Any overhead that remains would first go to repay this debt.”

The attendees were quiet as they flipped through the documents I had provided. After a long pause, one of the bankers at the far end of the room spoke up. “That seems reasonable,” she said.

“Thank you,” I replied. “Now I would like to sew this up as quickly as possible. I am only going to entertain serious inquiries, and I would not like to go public with the sale. Reach out to anyone you think might be interested, but I’m not going to publish any information. I’d like this handled quickly and quietly.”

There was a sense of discomfort that I could feel from my position. I hoped that I had given them enough information to connect the dots without making me liable for slander in case I wasn’t able to find evidence to support my claim.

“This is a real shame,” I said to try to ease some of the tension. “Retro is a great company. We’ve made strides toward being the authority in the art market. I think with the right leadership, Retro could secure its place and do some real good.”

That seemed to appease them. People relaxed, knowing that I cared about the company. It seemed like so long ago that I was planning to buy it. Usually with my acquisitions, I maintained distance. I allowed someone else to run them and was only involved enough to listen to quarterly reports. But in Retro’s case, it was different. I was interested in the industry and fascinated by what the company did. I’d made the decision to run the ship myself, and in doing so, opened it up to scrutiny.

It was the wrong move, and I knew it. But the sale had multiple problems even without my interference. It was time to get out from under it, to transfer the company and all its current employees into safer hands. Selling was the only option, and I had just scored a big win with all the decision-makers in the room. Going forward, I would have help. I was sure one of them would make the connection and secure a buyer.

It felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Despite the charms of the art world, I would be thrilled to get out from under Retro. The responsibility was enormous, and the intrigue was uncalled for.

The meeting over, I held the door open for everyone to leave. As each person walked out, I spoke with them briefly. Some congratulated me on making the right decision. A few said they had contacts that they would reach out to. I thanked them all and stayed until the very last person left.

Glancing across the hall, I saw Teddy’s old office. Clara was busy typing something up, not even pausing to watch the train of influential people filing out. She was a good worker, but I missed Teddy. It wasn’t just the sex, although that was amazing. Teddy really understood me. She didn’t have to ask questions about design or business because she knew both subjects like the back of her hand.

I missed her. Things had ended badly, and at the time I wasn’t sure how to fix them. Looking back at it, I realized I should have accepted her reluctance to push the case against Nikki. She was scared, and instead of having her back, I’d focused on trying to get her to see things my way. It was a losing proposition, and I was the biggest loser of them all.

Clara looked up to see me watching her. I gave her a tight smile before walking back into my own office. There was no use crying over spilled milk. Teddy and I were over, and there was nothing I could do about it. At least the sale of Retro was moving forward. If I could hand the company to someone else, I could start over and move on. It was the best thing for everyone involved. I just wished I had seen it sooner.
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I WAS WORKING THE FRONT of the house like always. Some days were busy, with multiple customers coming in to purchase art. I would show people around the small gallery, talking about some of our newer acquisitions.

Annie, my boss, liked to change up the exhibits on a regular basis. She had a storage room in the back and there was a constant flow of artwork to and from each of the displays. The key to staying topical was rotating the collection. That’s what Annie said. For me, it just generated a lot of work, and I was still finding my footing even after a month.

To be fair, I was still new to the job, even though I had been with them long enough to get the basic rhythm. I was good with the customers and had a knack for selling some of the more expensive pieces. But I struggled to keep my head on straight, especially with all the drama in my personal life.

In the short time I had been working there, I’d managed to spill coffee on a very high-end oil painting, lie to my boss about having a cat, lie about my cat dying, and skip work several times to attend court. I hated being deceitful. The look in Annie’s eyes whenever she caught me daydreaming was painful. Or worse, if she caught me crying in the back because I wasn’t over whatever fight I was having with Brad, I felt totally worthless.

I was determined to do better. Each morning, I woke with a resolve to do my best, to be fully present and prove myself. Yet each day, there was something else. A new crisis or something that reminded me of an old crisis always surfaced.

I set my jaw when a group of teenagers walked in the door. The possibility of their buying something was remote, yet I couldn’t treat them any differently than any other customer. We wanted to have a reputation as a welcoming venue. Everyone needed to feel comfortable coming in, or the stream of viewers would dry up, and we would never make any sales.

“Good afternoon,” I said, meeting them at the door.

“Hi,” one girl replied, turning away from me automatically.

“Can I show you around the gallery?” I asked.

The girl looked at one of the boys and shrugged. “Okay.”

I took them through the three display rooms, pointing out some of the more notable paintings. After the tour, I gave them space to talk among themselves. They left without buying anything, just as I suspected. But at least they’d killed an hour in an art gallery instead of on a street corner. If that was all I did that day, it was something.

I went back to the cash register. Now that the gallery was empty, I could attend to my other duties. I was supposed to keep the client database up to date. That meant typing in any new business cards we got and sorting the information so that Annie could use it to prepare the monthly newsletter.

I was halfway through the small pile of cards at the front desk when Annie poked her head out of the back. She scanned the room quickly, checking to see if we were alone.

“There’s no one here,” I told her.

“Will you come into my office, please?” she asked.

I set down the card I’d been working on and followed her through the staff door. She didn’t actually have an office to herself. The back of the gallery was just one big room with a refrigerator at one end, shelves of artwork in the middle, and Annie’s desk at the other end. I took a seat beside her desk and waited for her to join me.

My heart fluttered. Whatever this was, it couldn’t be good. I held out hope that she was going to talk to me about a new collection. Or maybe she needed help on the weekend and didn’t want to impose.

But no.

She went straight for the jugular, knocking me down a few dozen notches with one single sentence.

“I don’t think this is working out,” Annie said.

I held my breath. I wasn’t sure what to say. In my mind, I could feel myself grasping at straws. What wasn’t working out? The whole job? Was I being fired? It sure seemed that way. I waited for more clarification without breathing. It seemed impossible to move, to speak or even to blink. I had never been fired before, and I didn’t know what it looked like.

Yes, I had been let go from Retro back when Brad first took control. But there were hundreds of people right there with me. I wasn’t alone, and it wasn’t about me. This felt very personal, and I couldn’t help but feel belittled.

“Your probationary period isn’t up yet, so I’m just going to take this opportunity to thank you for the weeks that you put in. You don’t have to work out the rest of your shift. I’ll mail your final check.” She dropped the whole load on me, her face a closed book.

I inhaled sharply. There was nothing to say. I could have tried to defend myself, but it didn’t seem like that would have done much good. The internal warrior in me rallied. I focused on the only thing that mattered: getting out of the room with my dignity intact.

I stood up, my eyes dry. I wasn’t going to cry until I reached my car. That was the sole consideration I had as I gathered up my purse. I didn’t thank her, or smile, or say anything. We weren’t ever going to see each other again, and there didn’t seem to be any point to social niceties anymore.

Every step felt like a marathon. It was like I was walking through rapidly hardening cement. Luckily the gallery was still empty when I emerged from the back room. I pulled my jacket on slowly, reeling from the confrontation.

I could hear a clatter of thoughts in my head but couldn’t visualize any of them. I was sure that anger played a role, and there was probably a decent helping of guilt. But for the moment, I needed to walk out the door with my head held high, and that was exactly what I did.

Time slowed down. It was like a movie, and none of it seemed real. I closed the door behind me, facing the parking lot for the last time. Getting into my car, I felt a secret thrill. I was safe; I’d done it. I’d refused to show any weakness. The tears were on the horizon, but it was better to get off the premises first.

I gunned the engine, pulling out of the parking lot with care. I didn’t speed or break down behind the wheel. A numbness set in that followed me all the way home. There was only one destination in mind, despite the fact that I really wanted a drink. I just had to get back to my apartment and shut the door so I could decompress in private.

My hands were shaking by the time I reached my building. I fumbled for the keys trying to lock the car. I gripped my purse with white knuckles, trying not to run. I was so close to being able to express myself. Just a few more steps and no one would see me cry.

I marched up the stairs with determination. At the threshold, I had just enough energy to fit my key into the lock. Opening the door, I slipped through, and then all hell broke loose. I leaned against the door to close it, sliding down to the floor without even removing my coat.

Tears came hot and fast. Needles of self-inflicted doubt stabbed me in the heart. I felt like a failure. I was losing at this thing called life on a spectacular scale. Not only had my poor decision cost me my job at Retro, but it had cost me the job at the gallery as well. I had no illusion that my personal drama was behind Annie’s decision to fire me. If I had been well-adjusted and able to bring my A game to work every day, I would probably still be employed.

“What am I going to do?” I asked the empty apartment. “How am I going to afford this place? How am I going to eat? How can I possibly find a new job when I’m no good to anyone?”

That last question sent me into a tailspin of grief, and I put my head down on my bent knees to sob. A moment later, anger took over, and I launched myself to my feet. I needed an outlet, but there was no viable option. Brad had a punching bag in the basement of his house. That’s what I wanted in that moment: something to release my fury into.

I grabbed a frying pan from the cabinet and beat it against the counter again and again. Screaming like a banshee, I poured all my self-doubt into the exercise. It was a long time coming. I had been wound up like a cuckoo clock for ages. First it was losing the job at Retro, then the disgrace of the job at the coffee shop. Afterward, Nikki and her stupid lawsuit had brought down every last joy in my life until I had nothing and no one to fall back on.

The counter took the brunt of my anger, its solid stone holding up to the assault. It didn’t take long for me to vent. After thirty seconds of that activity, my hands began to ache. I tossed the frying pan into the sink and went back to sobbing.

Lowering myself to the floor, I curled up in a ball, feeling like my life was already over. I had nothing left except this magnificent apartment that I couldn’t afford. I had no boyfriend, no friends, no job. There was a million-dollar lawsuit hanging over my head, and I didn’t have the energy to fight it.
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