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Praise for Lease on Love:


‘A hopeful, heartwarming debut. With a relatable disaster of a protagonist and an adorably nerdy hero, this opposites-attract, roommates-to-lovers romance is a true delight’


Rachel Lynn Solomon, author of The Ex Talk


‘Lease on Love was a delight on every level. Ballard delivers a soft, sweet story with enough shadows to make the happily ever after feel that much more earned. . . This is a beautiful love story about finding something precious that seems out of reach!’


Denise Williams, author of How to Fail at Flirting


‘Sadie is a firecracker of a protagonist who’s very aware of her flaws, and Jack is her perfect counterpart, embracing all of her rough edges with softness and understanding. Lease on Love warmly and wittily underscores that none of us are perfect, but we are all worthy, we are all enough; we all deserve to be loved, not just by others, but by ourselves too’


Sarah Hogle, author of Twice Shy and You Deserve Each Other


‘Lease on Love is a crackling, compulsively readable debut about forging new career and romantic paths, finding strength in found family, and discovering what it truly means to be “home”. I enjoyed every minute of it!’


Suzanne Park Park, author of Loathe at First Sight and So We Meet Again


‘[A] quirky, heartwarming contemporary romance . . . Ballard’s snappy prose and unconventional couple charm, and she gets some good chuckles out of skewering the New York City real estate market. Meanwhile, stellar supporting characters (especially Sadie’s besties Gemma, Nick, and Harley) provide a solid underpinning to this enjoyable tale. This is a treat’


Publishers Weekly


‘The romantic beats and the slow-burning attraction between [Sadie and Jack] are things to savor. . . Ballard sweetly explores the ways they complement one another and also how they hope to reinvent themselves following catastrophic personal changes’


Kirkus









About the Book


[image: image]


What if love landed on your doorstep . . . and handed you the keys?


Sadie’s looking for a fresh start. After missing out on an overdue promotion, she drunkenly re-opens a long-ignored dating app and, two days later, finds herself on a date with Jack. Except it isn’t a date.


Realizing that she mistakenly matched with Jack on a roommate-finding app, Sadie prepares to make a hasty exit, only to finally notice the gorgeous Brooklyn brownstone that Jack is advertising. . . and the unbelievably cheap rent.


Introverted Jack doesn’t know what to make of the talkative whirlwind in front of him. But he offers Sadie his spare bedroom while she gets back on her feet, and Sadie, recognizing that her dreams of starting her own florist business might now finally be possible, accepts.


As Sadie’s presence starts to turn the brownstone into a real home, and Jack learns to come out of his shell, they both begin to wonder if this accidental roommate arrangement is the best deal they ever made.









To Matt, for showing me the meaning of happily ever after
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ONE
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I PLUG THE FINAL numbers into my Get That Promotion, Bitch spreadsheet. Even though I’ve done enough mental calculations to know the end result will be positive, I still hold my breath, crossing my fingers as I hit enter.


“This could be it. The chance to finally pay off those damn student loans and live comfortably.” There’s no one else actually in my office, but as usual, I hold a one-sided conversation with the air plant sitting on my desk, housed in a concrete planter dipped in bright pink paint. Neither the plant nor its neon home is finance-firm approved, but it’s the only spark of joy in my tiny office.


When I finally force myself to look at the computer screen, my suspicions are confirmed. There it is, beaming through thousands of harmful blue-light rays: A complete budget. A budget based on the salary increase I’m about to earn. A budget allowing me to pay rent on my Kips Bay apartment while also paying off my student loans. In other words, shining down on me in my cramped office in this towering skyscraper is the Holy Grail of millennial life: a chance to be debt-free. I just barely manage to hold back a shriek of joy.


Now all that’s left is to actually secure said promotion.


I will get this promotion. And I will walk into that meeting with confidence.


Once I get a little reinforcement. Pushing my chair back and standing, I grab my phone, tapping on the screen and pulling up FaceTime. Our group chat is preset, so I hit call, checking my makeup as I wait for my best friends, Gemma and Harley, to pick up.


Other than a tiny zit brewing under the would-be-pasty-were-it-not-for-bronzer skin of my forehead, my face looks flawless. I touch up my matte pale pink lip anyway and fluff out my light-brown-but highlighted-within-an-inch-of-its-life hair.


Gemma answers first. “Okay, I’ve got ten minutes until my room is flooded with twelve-year-olds and their post-lunch sweaty hormones. Hit me.”


“First, did not need that visual. Second, where’s Harley? I only have time to do this once.”


“I’m here, I’m here.” Harley’s face pops up on my screen, and judging by her slightly breathless greeting, she had to duck out of her own office before answering my call. “Are we waiting for Nick?”


“Like he’d step away from his desk for a pep talk.” Gemma snorts. “Sadie, stop touching your face.”


I glare at her but also heed her advice. “First things first, appearance check.” I hold the phone as far away from my body as I can, turning slowly from one side to the other, like I’m a ballerina in a music box. Or a chicken on a spit. I learned very early on what a perfect appearance could do for a woman, and I work hard to maintain mine. Confidence in my above-average looks often helps mask the self-doubt in my brain.


“You look fine.” Gemma’s not even looking at me, currently scribbling something on her whiteboard instead of bothering to glance my way.


Harley jumps in before I can snap at Gemma. “You look perfect as always, Sadie. You got this.”


I push my shoulders back, my non-phone hand clenched in a tight fist, resting on my hip. “I am a strong warrior goddess.”


“You are a strong warrior goddess,” they both chant along with me, Harley mustering much more enthusiasm than Gemma.


The outward confidence seeps inward, drowning out my pesky negative inner thoughts. “I am going to get that promotion and show these motherfuckers who’s boss.”


“Yeah, I’m not saying that in the middle of my classroom when a kid could walk in any minute. But yes.” Gemma plops down at her desk and shoves a chip in her mouth. The loud crunching travels through the phone, making my shoulders tense up.


I drop the mask for a brief second. “Guys.”


“Sadie, seriously. You’ve got this. You’ve earned that promotion three times over, and it’s going to be yours.” Harley flashes me a calm smile and a thumbs-up. “You look beautiful, but more important, you know your shit, inside and out.” Harley rarely swears, so she must really mean it, and her words give me a much-needed boost.


Gemma moves the phone closer to her face so her eyes dominate my screen. “You got this in the bag, bitch.” She lowers her voice on her term of endearment, then anxiously checks to make sure no little ears heard her utter a grown-up word, though lord knows her middle schoolers have heard way worse. And probably said way worse.


“Text us as soon as it’s official.” Harley gives me a through-the-screen high five.


“You’re so buying drinks this weekend.” Gemma shoots me a finger gun.


“Love you guys.” I blow both a kiss and hang up after their chorus of “I love you too.”


Badass-bitch mask firmly in place and bolstered by my friends’ confidence in me, I resume my superhero pose, this time tilting my head up and thrusting my chest out for the full effect, both hands firmly planted on my waist. I’ve never been more thankful to have zero windows in my office.


After sixty seconds of power posing, I peek in the mirror I keep hidden in my desk drawer. I adjust my gray pin-striped pencil skirt and fluff the sleeves of my white silk shirt. “You got this,” I tell my reflection before stuffing the mirror back in its hiding space. “I got this,” I repeat to my air plant. After one last deep breath, I put on my work face—one slight step up from resting bitch face. A face that says, I know what I’m doing but I’m also totally approachable! A woman-at-work-in-finance face.


My phone dings with a text as I pull open my office door.




NICK: Show those motherfuckers who’s boss, baby!





Oh, I plan to.


I full-on strut down the hallway of the high-rise building, making my way toward the conference room.


I am an accounting badass. I make spreadsheets my bitch. I’m going to kick this promotion’s ass.


The mantra runs on repeat through my mind as I stride through the open conference room door. Most of the team is already here, lounging in high-backed rolly chairs around a long glass-topped table.


I slip into a seat next to my best work friend, Veronica. Other than Veronica and myself, there’s only one other woman in the room, my supervisor and mentor, Margo. She hired me right out of college and has guided me through the ranks of the financial analyst world ever since. I give her a small smile, but she doesn’t meet my eyes. Shit. My stomach goes for a ride on the Tilt-a-Whirl.


Why won’t she look at me? Margo always acknowledges me, even if it’s with a simple head nod. This can’t be good. Holy fuck.


Any confidence built up by my friends slips right out of me.


No. I’m not going to do that. There could be plenty of reasons Margo doesn’t want to look at me. She probably doesn’t want to show favoritism. Or spoil the big reveal. I’ve got this promotion in the bag. I’ve been working my ass off—I’m talking unpaid overtime, weekends, and holidays—for the past six years, and it’s finally about to pay off.


The thought of not living paycheck to paycheck, something I’ll be able to do for the first time in my life with the raise accompanying my new job title, almost brings me to tears. But I sure as fuck am not going to blow this promotion by crying in the middle of the conference room.


So I paste on my easygoing-girl smile and clasp my hands together on the table.


The men in the room, a.k.a. the majority of the room, straighten up in their seats when we see our senior partner walking down the hallway. Bill Stevens reminds me of my grandfather, and I know how lucky I am to work with a manager who actually gives a shit about his employees and hasn’t ever once hit on me. Just the fact that I think of it as working with him and not for him puts him leagues ahead of every other boss I’ve ever had, and I’ve been working since I was fourteen. Bill is joined by a guy in his midthirties whom I’ve never seen before, dressed in an expensive tailored suit and a Yale School of Management tie. Gag.


Veronica pinches my elbow, but I don’t turn her way, my eyes glued to Bill as he takes his seat at the head of the table, gesturing for the newcomer to fill the seat on his right.


“Thank you all for coming.” Bill takes a minute to look around the room. “I know you’re all anxious for the big announcement, and I promise to not keep you in suspense. But before I make anything official, I want to say a few words about one of our rising stars, Ms. Sadie Green.”


Veronica pinches my elbow again, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Margo’s lips purse tightly together, like she’s trying to contain her glee. Or keep from vomiting. One or the other.


“Sadie has been with the company for more than six years now, and I know I’m not the only one who has noticed how often she goes above and beyond the call of duty.” Bill makes direct eye contact with me, a warm smile on his face. “And while she has succeeded in all of her previous endeavors, it’s now time for her to manage her biggest project yet . . .”


I take in a long breath and just for a second close my eyes, hearing my new title before it actually comes out of Bill’s mouth.


“. . . training our brand-new senior financial analyst, Chad Thompson.”


The room goes silent, and my stomach bottoms out like I’m in a free-falling elevator. Which, frankly, would be preferable to sitting in this very room at this very moment. My hands clench the armrests of my chair like I might actually be plummeting.


Nobody speaks for at least a minute. It’s like we’re in an episode of Saved by the Bell and Zack Morris has called for a time-out. My chest aches because I’m pretty sure I’ve stopped breathing altogether.


“Who the fuck is Chad Thompson?” The words come blurting out of my mouth in a rush of air before I have time to fully comprehend what I’m saying. All I know is this has to be some kind of sick joke.


Bill stares at me like he’s never seen me before. “Chad is my future son-in-law. He just graduated from Yale with his MBA, and I think he’s going to be a terrific asset to the company. With your help and guidance, I have no doubt he’ll be a great leader.”


My mouth drops open, my brain struggling to process the words coming out of Bill’s stupid, stupid mouth. “With my help and guidance?” My voice is low and rumbly, one octave above full-blown Exorcist. “You seriously want me to train the man who’s straight-up stealing my job?”


Veronica tugs on my elbow, surreptitiously trying to calm me down, but I am having absolutely none of that.


“Sadie. You’re a very hard worker and a smart girl, but you aren’t ready for senior-level responsibility.” Bill’s voice drips with condescension, and I mentally take back every nice thing I’ve ever said about him.


“But some guy who hasn’t stepped foot in the building until today is? His major qualification being that he fucks your daughter?”


The room inhales a collective gasp. Veronica rolls her chair away from me, as if no longer willing to claim association.


My cheeks burn and oh my god I said that out loud.


“Everyone out,” Bill commands, his quiet pitch more terrifying than if he screamed the words.


I clasp my hands together tightly, focusing on my perfectly manicured fingers, taking slow, deep breaths. I can’t believe I just lost my shit in a room full of my colleagues. In front of my boss. In six years, I’ve never once so much as raised my voice, knowing it only takes one outburst to be labeled emotional. And in five minutes I blew right past emotional and straight into irrational and aggressive.


I remain as still as one of those painted statue guys in Times Square, not moving until the rush of suits brushes past me, the room emptying within seconds. I push back my own chair and start to rise, but Bill stops me.


“Sit down.”


Closing my eyes for the briefest of seconds, I pull myself together. Sit up straight. Bright smile. Confident eye contact. Cool. Calm. Collected. I can fix this. “When would you like me to start working with Chad, sir?” If I pretend hard enough, he’ll forget all about this, right?


Bill steeples his fingers together, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “Of all the girls in this office, I never expected you to react in such an unseemly manner.”


“Oh?” I just manage to keep my voice from cracking. Or from firing back how I never expected to fall victim to his straight-up nepotism. “I apologize for my language. I’m not going to lie, I was expecting this promotion. Given my years of service to the company, and the many, many unpaid hours and tasks I’ve not only willingly taken on but have accomplished successfully.”


“Coordinating a few spreadsheets doesn’t mean you are ready for senior-level management.” His eyes narrow. “And one of your greatest selling points up until today has been your attitude, never pushing back or making a fuss.”


My shoulders start to creep up around my ears, my body shrinking in on itself, my anger and disbelief morphing into something far more sinister, a repeated refrain that’s been on a constant loop in my mind since I was a kid.


Why would you think you’re good enough? You know you’ll never be good enough.


“I apologize for my outburst. It won’t happen again.” My voice is as small as I feel. I push my chair back from the table.


“I’m afraid it’s too late for that.” Bill stacks his papers before standing. “I’m going to have to let you go, Sadie. That kind of behavior is unacceptable in a place of business. Gather your things, and make sure you stop by HR to sign the paperwork.”


My blood chills, freezing the breath caught in my lungs. “You’re firing me?”


He strides to the door, not even looking over his shoulder to speak to me directly. “It didn’t have to be this way. You should’ve kept those emotions in check.” He pushes out the door, letting it swing shut behind him with a thud.


I sit for less than a minute before I rush out of the conference room. Scurrying as quickly as possible down the hallway I strutted through less than an hour before, I duck into my office without meeting any eavesdropper’s looks. The few personal items I keep on my desk—a color-coded planner, my college diploma—get hastily tossed into my purse. I lovingly cradle my air plant in my arms, attempting to gain even a breath of solace from my spiky green friend.


The door to my office opens before I have the chance to escape back out into the hallway.


For a minute, I just look at Margo. My mentor, the woman who took me under her wing and has always had my back—until today. I hold my stuffed purse in front of me like a shield. “Did you know?”


She sighs and tugs on the cuff of her right sleeve, her nervous tic. “I heard a rumor, but I didn’t think it was actually true.”


I wait for her to say something, anything, to offer a small word of comfort, even though I know comfort isn’t her style. “Why didn’t you say anything in there? You hung me out to dry, Margo.”


She bristles at the accusation. “You hung yourself out to dry with your inexcusable outburst, Sadie. Do you know how bad you made me look? Did you even think about how your behavior would reflect on me as your mentor? How selfish are you?”


I almost laugh because I know exactly how selfish I am. Margo sure as hell isn’t the first person in my life to tell me.


But selfish or not, I know I just got screwed over. “I watched a man who hasn’t been here for five minutes take the position I rightfully earned over the past six years. But my words were inexcusable?” I move to push past her, beyond ready to be free of this place.


She blocks my path. “Sometimes you have to take what you’re given and make the best of it.”


I stare at her for a second, not fully believing what I’m hearing. Shaking my head, I pull open the door to my office for the last time. “Fuck that.”


I practically run to the elevator, my finger hovering over the button for the lobby before I think better of it and hit the one for the next floor up, where the HR office lives. The chances of my scraping a reference out of this are slim, but I’ll at least have to try if I have any hope of finding another job in finance.


The HR representative doesn’t waste any time, walking me through the termination contract I have to sign. I should probably have Harley, who moonlights as my personal lawyer, look it over first, but I don’t want to be in this building for a second longer than necessary. I scrawl my signature at the bottom of the page and sprint back to the elevator.


As soon as the doors open at the lobby floor, I run as fast as my heels allow to the exit of the building, pushing outside and sucking in a big breath of fresh New York City air. I purchase a pretzel from a nearby cart and sink down at one of the bistro tables dotting the courtyard of the building next door. Fishing my phone from a pocket of my purse, I pull up our group text chain.




ME: Blueprint at 7:00.


HARLEY: Perfect place to celebrate!


ME: I think you mean commiserate.


NICK: Fuck. What happened? And do we really need to trek to Brooklyn?


ME: I’ll tell you guys tonight. And yes. I can’t go out and be surrounded by whiny finance bros tonight.


ME: No offense, Nicky.


HARLEY: *hugs*


GEMMA: Shit, just seeing this. WTF, Sadie? Also, Nick, kindly remember the actual hardworking half of us live in Brooklyn.


NICK: [image: image]





I don’t bother to respond. After inhaling my pretzel, I manage to make my commute home, moving on autopilot, proceeding straight to my neighborhood liquor store as soon as I climb the subway stairs at my stop. Grabbing two bottles of wine, I head to the cashier before doubling back for a third and fourth. I pick up a basket, also tossing in a bag of Cheetos and a supersized pack of M&M’s.


My apartment is just a block away from the store, but lugging home all my loot makes it feel much farther. I trudge up the five flights of stairs in my nondescript brick building, my reusable tote full of booze and junk food hitting the back of my leg with each step, the smacks punctuating the negative thoughts racing through my brain.


Of course you got fired.


Who would want you to work for them?


It’s not like you work that hard.


Why do you think you’re so much better than everyone else?


Pausing on a landing to catch my breath, I shut my eyes and attempt to push the voice to the back corner of my brain.


I’ve lived in this building for almost a year, one of my longer residences since I moved to New York for college ten years ago. It’s the first time I’ve lived by myself, which is low-key my favorite feature of the space. The apartment itself is clean and boring, nothing even close to Instagram worthy. I have a kitchen and a bathroom and a bedroom with a door, more than I’ve ever had to myself before. But I have zero outside space, not even a tiny balcony, and since I’ve always been a seriously dedicated, bordering-on-overzealous plant enthusiast, it’s a major downside.


So I filled the interior with plants that don’t require a ton of sunlight, and I spend more than I’d like to admit on fresh flowers from the farmers’ market each week. But my soul still itches for a backyard, or even a patio. Growing up in Southern California, outdoor space was plentiful and I always found solace in the garden of my parents’ home. It’s one of the only things I’ve missed since I moved to the East Coast.


“Now you’ll never be able to afford anything with a yard,” I mutter to myself as I finally reach my front door, sweaty and out of breath. You’d think after climbing these stairs every day for a year, I’d be in better shape. You would think.


I place my bottles of wine in the fridge, tearing into both the Cheetos and M&M’s, alternating handfuls of each in some disgusting sort of salty/sweet, cheese/chocolate rotation. Kicking off my shoes, I unzip my skirt and flop onto my sofa.


Really, as far as New York City living situations go, it could be a hell of a lot worse. Shit, I’ve been in a hell of a lot worse. But when I moved into this apartment, a guaranteed promotion was on the horizon. So while it was a bit of a stretch budget-wise, I thought it’d be a short-term stretch. Now even if I find a new job, I have no idea how I’ll continue to afford this place.


I swing my feet up onto the coffee table, wishing I’d thought to pour myself a glass of wine before sitting down. Technically, my lease is up in a couple of weeks. And technically, if I want to get out of student loan debt any time before retirement, I should probably move. Again. But the thought of packing up another apartment, lugging boxes down five flights of stairs to a double-parked rented van, makes me want to puke up my stomach full of sugar and processed cheese. I unlock my phone and re-download the roommate-finding app I’ve used in the past. But even the simple act of logging in to my dormant account makes me want to curl up in a ball and take up permanent residence on this couch.


“Fuck it. I’ll just have to settle for being poor.” Though I do stop and wonder if investing in a roommate might keep me from talking to my plants.


My phone chirps with an email notification, and I automatically swipe to open it, despite the fact that said chirp is likely spam and not an urgent client email. Since I no longer have clients. Or a work email.


“No!” I declare to my fiddle-leaf fig, tossing my phone to the opposite side of the couch. “I am no longer tied to my phone.” And since the opposite side of the couch means only a foot away from me, I reach over and pick up the phone again, turning off all my email notifications. I’ve been jumping at the first trill of that stupid email chirp for the past six years, like a millennial Pavlov’s dog. It’s interrupted dates and time with my friends and countless hours of sleep. No more.


It’s Thursday night. I’m going to give myself a nice long three-day weekend to grieve and gripe and moan. And then on Monday, I’ll hit the pavement. I’ll be hired somewhere new and fabulous in no time.


“Now,” I say to my tiny room full of plants, “let’s get drunk!”









TWO
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BLUEPRINT IS PACKED when I step out of my Lyft two hours later. Should I have taken the subway? Yes. Did I pay an exorbitant rate just to save myself half an hour? Also yes. Was it worth not having to hike ten blocks in killer-in-more-than-one-way heels? Abso-fucking-lutely.


Harley waits for me out front, looking like she came straight from the office. She’s in a too-long black pencil skirt and matching blazer, accompanied by a white button-down and black ballet flats. She opens her arms and pulls me into a hug the moment I approach, and despite my towering over her in my heels, it’s the best hug I’ve had in a long time.


“I need some good news; tell me you kicked some lawyerly ass today.” I wriggle out of her embrace before it becomes embarrassing, blinking rapidly to dispel any tears that might’ve sprung into my eyes at this display of pure kindness.


“Today consisted solely of paperwork; sorry, friend.” She gives me a sad smile, and I find myself blinking again.


Harley has one of those smiles that touches her big brown eyes, like it truly means something. She’s stunningly gorgeous, with flawless dark brown skin and cheekbones that could cut glass, but she’s also by far the most compassionate and empathetic person I’ve ever met, and I really have no idea why she’s friends with me. Her job as a public defender—which she chose specifically to help those who can’t afford legal representation, despite getting offers from all the top legal firms—actually matters in the grand scheme of life, unlike the elitist cesspool that is my job. Was my job.


She sweeps her long black box braids over her shoulder. “Want to talk about it now?”


I purse my lips and shake my head. “I think I’ll only be able to say it once. Besides, we should put our name in, looks like there’s going to be a wait.”


She holds out her arm for me to link mine through. “I made a reservation.”


I bend down so I can rest my head on her shoulder. “Of course you did.”


Harley leads us into the bar, and a host takes us out to the back patio. We slide into seats across from each other, and I immediately reach for the drinks menu. The April evening air is just the right amount of chilly, but I’m going to need to either start drinking or put on my jacket, and I really don’t want to detract from my cute outfit: army-green cargo pants fitted through the calf and loose around my hips, paired with a black tank top and lots of gold jewelry.


So drinks it is. I order two different cocktails while Harley requests a sparkling water.


I shoot her a death-beam glare.


“I have to work tomorrow. Justice doesn’t serve itself.” She gives me an apologetic shrug. “I’m sure Nick will be happy to get wasted with you.”


“Speak of the devil.” I raise my eyebrows suggestively at Harley while raising my hand to wave to Nick.


Nick is everything I normally like in a man: tall, muscular, floppy brown hair, family money, and a gorgeous smile. He looks like a 2005 Abercrombie ad threw up all over him, spray tan and all. Unfortunately, he’s also the nicest guy I’ve ever met, which totally zaps all my sexual tingles. Luckily, his cinnamon-roll core wasn’t immediately obvious when we shared a class together freshman year at Columbia, otherwise I never would’ve propositioned him. When he politely asked to get to know me better first, I knew there was no future for us, and he quickly became one of my best friends in the world, the perfect complement to the trio Harley, Gem, and I automatically formed as suitemates.


“How are two of my three best gals?” He leans over and kisses each of us on the cheek before taking the seat next to Harley.


“Thanks for trekking all the way to Brooklyn, Nicky.” He hates that nickname, so of course it’s the only thing I call him. “I just needed to get away from anything even remotely connected to work.” Which includes my apartment smack-dab in the middle of bros-of-finance central.


“I just spent an hour on the packed-to-the-absolute-gills subway when I could’ve been at home relaxing with a beer and baseball, so yeah, you’re welcome.” He signals the waiter and politely orders a beer and three different appetizers. He doesn’t ask us what we want, already knowing exactly what we would order.


“Oh my god, I swear, teenagers are the fucking worst!” Gemma makes this declaration from across the patio as she walks through a crowd toward our table, scattering people as she goes. “Seriously, how many more days left of school, because I’m about to fucking murder some of these hormonal motherfuckers.” Gemma keeps her potty mouth in check all day long in her classroom and therefore tends to swear like a Real Housewife of New Jersey whenever free of impressionable preteens. She plops into the seat next to me, banging her head on the table, her thick, straight black hair falling in a shiny curtain around her face. Petite, Korean American, and sassy as hell, Gemma has never been shy about expressing her feelings. I basically want to be her when I grow up.


Harley reaches across the table and pats her head soothingly. “A few more weeks, Gem. You got this.”


As Harley moves her arm back to take a sip of her water, she brushes up against Nick’s hulking biceps. She bites her lip and averts her eyes while he not so subtly shifts his arm even closer to her.


Ugh. I wish those two would just bone already. But they’re both too damn nice to just hit it and quit it, so the whole thing would probably end up turning into some disgusting lovefest, ultimately resulting in me in an ill-fitting pink bridesmaid’s dress.


Hmm. Maybe if I start being nicer to Nick, he’ll consider making me a groomswoman. I could definitely rock a suit.


“Anyway. Enough tales of woe from the classroom, Ms. Kwon. Back to me.” I tug on Gemma’s arm until she sits up. Then I hand her my second cocktail. Because I am a giver.


Nick takes a long swig of his beer. “Give it to us, Sade.”


I can’t bring myself to look any of them in the eye, so I focus on the small centerpiece—a succulent planted in a low glass jar—instead. “I didn’t get the promotion. Bill gave it to his future son-in-law.” Oof. It hurt earlier, but saying the words aloud is a sucker punch to the gut.


They draw in a collective breath.


Nick recovers first. “What the fuck, Sadie.” He reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “I’m so sorry. That’s completely fucked up.”


“Did Bill say anything?” Harley asks. “Give you any kind of explanation?”


Gemma throws her arm around my shoulder. “What explanation is there other than nepotism and the patriarchy?”


I let myself sink into her hold for a second, then pull myself upright. “That’s not the end of it.” I take a sip of my cocktail. “I sort of blew up in the meeting and dropped a bunch of F-bombs, and he fired me.”


Their mouths drop open in perfect synchronization.


Gemma speaks first. “What a fucking dick.”


“The crazy thing is, until today, he totally wasn’t a dick. He gave me a job right out of college. He’s always supported me. He’s never once hit on me.”


Nick scoffs into his beer. “He’s not a dick because he’s never hit on you? Is the bar really so low?”


“Yes,” the three of us answer in unison.


Our server brings over an armload of plates, laden down with appetizers, saving Nick from a lecture on the evils of men. The server piles everything in the middle, and we all dive in, everyone helping themselves. I order another drink because all this food is going to dull the slight buzz I’ve worked up between my first cocktail and the wine I had back at home, and we absolutely can’t have that.


“What are you going to do?” Harley hands me a fried chicken slider, as if she knows I’m going to need some carbs to soak up the alcohol I’m planning on imbibing.


I shove half the slider in my mouth in one bite, avoiding answering her question. A question I’ve been asking myself since the moment Bill made his announcement. I finally swallow and shrug, as if this whole situation isn’t the most devastating thing that’s happened to me since I left home for college. “I have a little bit in savings, so between that and credit cards, I’ll be okay for a couple months while I look for another job.” Because instead of finally getting out of debt, now I’ll be falling farther down the hole.


Gemma pounds her fist on the table, making the silverware jump and the glasses rattle. “Fuck that. Seriously, Sadie. Fuck that. Think about how many hours you’ve given these people. Given them, because they sure as fuck haven’t paid you for all of them. Not even close. Think about how many dates you turned down and vacations you didn’t take, going into the office sick and never getting enough sleep, and this is how they treat you?”


“I know, Gem. Trust me, I know. But he fired me. What else can I do but find a new job and start at the bottom of the ladder with a whole new company?” I hold up my glass to Nick. “Where the boss will probably hit on me.”


“Should I cheers to that?” Nick warily clinks his glass against mine.


“With your killer résumé, I’m sure you’re going to have plenty of offers.” Harley once again earns her reputation as the optimistic one.


I down the last half of my cocktail before raising my hand like one of Gemma’s students so I can order another. “Yeah, maybe. I don’t know. I turned off my email for the weekend. I’m going to take the next three days and digest and see how I feel.”


“I imagine tomorrow you’re going to feel like puking. A lot.” Nick pushes a glass of water my way.


“That’s the goal.” Spending the day with my head in the toilet seems preferable to spending the day rehashing the ways I must’ve fucked up in order for this to have happened.


Harley takes the water glass and holds it up to me like I’m a toddler, not moving it until I roll my eyes and drink. “You know, taking these three days might actually be a good first step. Maybe your next job should be one that treats you fairly and actually pays you for the work you do.”


“Working all that overtime was my choice.” My defensive hackles rise along with my blood alcohol level, thanks to this very popular topic of conversation. My friends are always on me to work less and live more. Date more, travel more, sleep more. Blah blah blah. But I’ve never been the kind of employee who can say no, assuming if I did I’d be kissing my chances at a promotion goodbye. The promotion I didn’t get anyway, despite never saying no.


And now that she mentions it, I can’t remember the last time I took a vacation or went on an actual date. I’ve always been a pick-up-a hot-guy-at-a-bar-and-take-him-home-for-one-night kind of girl. Woman.


The three of them exchange a look. Harley cocks her head toward Nick.


“It was only your choice because it was made clear you’d be rewarded with a promotion, Sadie. That doesn’t count as an actual choice.” Nick delivers this news since he also works in finance and seemingly knows how these things go.


I open my mouth to continue the argument, but Harley holds up a hand to stop me. “We don’t need to have this discussion right now. Tonight’s about celebrating what a badass you are, whether your idiot boss chooses to acknowledge it or not.”


Gemma holds her glass up to the center of the table. “We can say many things about you, Sadie Jane, but the one thing no one can disagree with is that you are one badass bitch.”


Nick meets her glass. “I’m not going to call you a bitch, even as a term of endearment, but you know I think you’re awesome.”


Harley completes their triangle. “We love you.”


I grudgingly hold up my glass, clinking it against theirs. “Can I please get drunk now?”


Two hours later, I throw my arm around Gemma’s shoulders as we stroll down the streets of Brooklyn, looking for a karaoke bar. How cliché can we be? Getting drunk and going to sing karaoke.


Nevertheless, a-karaoke-ing we shall go.


Harley begged off from the extension of our “celebration,” giving us hugs and jumping in a Lyft to head home. I’m 99 percent sure Nick wanted to peace out too, but he knows better than to leave drunk Gemma and Sadie to their own devices. So he follows along behind us, close enough to intervene should one of us fall into moving traffic, but walking far enough away to be able to claim he doesn’t know us.


“I don’t have to go to work tomorrow!” I scream at the top of my lungs, drawing amused glances from the poor souls passing us by.


“Teenagers fucking suck!” Gemma announces to the world as if we weren’t already aware of this information.


At which point, Nick catches up to us, grabbing my arm and pulling the two of us into the next dive bar we see. Which is a dive, but a Park Slope dive, so, you know, still hipster AF. “Gem, might want to chill with yelling how much you hate your job in the neighborhood where you teach.”


“But teenagers suck.” She sticks out her lower lip for half a second before beelining straight to the bar.


Nick sighs. “I don’t get paid enough for this shit.”


Sticking my arm through his, I lean my head on his shoulder to comfort him. And keep myself upright. “I know I don’t say this enough, Nicky, but you’re the best. If you were like even a little bit mean, I might like you better. But that’d be bad actually because then I’d probably wanna bang you, and I don’t think I could bang you. Not that you’re not bangable, because you totes are. I just actually really like being your friend, you know?”


Nick gives me a bemused smile and a peck on the top of my head. “I like being your friend too, Sadie. Most of the time.”


We make our way over to Gemma, who has ordered us a round of shots, which we pound before immediately ordering another.


I’m pretty sure I catch Nick giving the bartender some super-secret signal, requesting his shot be water and not tequila, but honestly, who has time to care about that when there’s more drinking to be done?


Shots having been shot, we order some cocktails and find a high-top table tucked in a back corner.


“And another thing that really pisses me off,” Gemma starts, as if we were in the middle of a conversation, which I don’t think we were, “is that you could’ve had so many dates. Like so many dates, Sadie. And have you had so many dates?”


I hold up my hand, my fingers forming a 0, bringing it close to my eye like it’s a telescope. “I’ve had zero dates. Lots of fucking. Zero dates.”


Nick chokes a little on his beer, but like the wise man he is, he refrains from commenting.


“You should be going on dates! Have you seen you?” Gemma gestures wildly in my general direction, barely managing to not fall off her stool.


Crooking my finger in the Come here motion, I bring her closer to me so I can “whisper” in her ear. “You should also be going on dates because I have seen you and you’re super fucking hot, my friend.”


She pulls away from me, ever so slightly, tears in her eyes. “Do you really think so?”


“No. Yeah. Duh.”


Nick laughs. “You get so Californian when you’re drunk.”


I punch him in the shoulder. Sort of. I might miss his arm altogether, but the intent is there. “Shut up, Nicky.” I hop off my bar stool. “Order me another drink, bitches! I’m going to pee!”


Gemma is calling for more drinks before I even leave the table, which is why I love her. I stumble to the back of the bar, pushing into the bathroom and joining the like-minded crowd of equally intoxicated women waiting for a stall.


“I love your shoes,” one says to me.


“Ohmygod, thank you so much!” I gush. “You have like the most perfect hair. Seriously, I’d kill for it.”


“Please, you’re like a Barbie doll come to life if she weren’t all plasticky and was actually like super cool and a feminist.”


I place a hand over my heart. “That’s literally the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”


A flush rings out, and one of the stalls opens up for my new friend. The woman washing her hands at the sink catches my eye in the mirror. “Girl, your man is super hot.”


“He’s not my man, so look all you want!”


She shakes off the excess water from her hands and grabs a paper towel. “Your girlfriend isn’t so bad either.”


“Also not mine, so please, have at it!” God, if only my friends knew how much I was hooking them up while I try to hold in my pee.


“Does she like girls?”


“She likes everyone.” I give her what I’m sure is a very subtle wink.


She gives me a thumbs-up and heads out, and finally a stall opens up. I rush in and lock the door.


As I relieve myself, I use the precious time to think about the highlights of the night. How my job robbed me of a social life and a dating life and a romantic life and a housewife life. I might be married with kids if it weren’t for that stupid job.


Ew. Definitely don’t want that.


But seriously, my friends are right. I’ve sacrificed a lot for my career. And for what? To watch my hard-earned promotion be handed to a man named Chad? Fuck that.


With drunkenness, as usual, comes clarity.


I flush, wash my hands, pour compliments over the new girls now waiting in line, and make my way back to the table. I pause at the end of the darkened back hallway, a smile growing as I see both Nick and Gemma chatting up a pair of super-hot babes, though Nick is keeping quite a bit of space between himself and the blonde making eyes at him. The girl from the bathroom pulls her attention from flirting with Gem and gives me a salute when she catches my eye.


Skirting around the table to avoid the new happy couples, I make my way to the bar. After another shot, I slide my phone out of my pants pocket, grateful for facial recognition because I’m not sure I could handle putting in a passcode at the moment. I pull up the dating app I haven’t opened in months. My last login date pops up on the screen. Yikes.


“Okay, Sadie. Let’s get serious. Let’s go on a motherfucking date.” Pretty sure the guy sitting next to me thinks I’m either wasted or crazy, but I’m too drunk to care.


I find a button directing me to local singles. A bunch of blurry photos come up for me to look through. Honestly, not sure if the photos are blurry or my eyesight is, but it doesn’t really matter. I swipe right on a couple of guys who don’t look completely pathetic, pretty proud of myself for taking this bare minimum of steps.


After a few more arbitrary swipes, my phone chirps with an alert.


Someone matched with me! On like, my first try! Okay, so there were probably like twenty tries altogether, but he picked me!


The app wants me to make some sort of selection; apparently this guy already wants a date. I toss my hair over my shoulder because check me out, that wasn’t even that hard. I squint my eyes until I make out the word “coffee.” Yes. Coffee date. Good. I tap the box, then choose Saturday at two o’clock. Middle of the day, no expectations. Easy peasy.


Pshaw. I don’t know what everyone is complaining about. Dating in New York City is a breeze!


The word “confirmed” pops up on my screen, and I let out a little whoop. I grab another shot, head back to my table, and hold my phone victoriously over my head. “Guys! I made a date!”


Nick, Gemma, and our new friends all cheer for me like I just won an Academy Award.


I don’t remember much after that.


Friday rolls by in a blur of a vomit-fueled haze. Because my friends are amazing, coffee and a greasy breakfast sandwich show up at my door at one o’clock in the afternoon, right around the time I manage to scrape myself off the bathroom floor.


I take the delivered goods from a guy who looks way too smug about this whole situation, if you ask me, and make a mental note to thank Nick and Harley the next time I can make my eyes focus on a phone screen. I seriously don’t deserve them.


Even though it’s April and not that cold, I curl up on the couch under my favorite soft blanket, slowly taking a few bites of the sandwich, making sure it’s going to stay in place before I chow down on the rest of it. “I’m too old for this shit,” I tell my philodendron, which doesn’t offer even one kind word of commiseration.


And with that blank stare from my plant, with a full belly and under the comfort of my blanket, I finally let the sadness wash over me. Not just disappointment or anger but pure, unfiltered sadness. I’m certainly no stranger to feeling worthless—not meeting expectations was one of my few constants growing up—but getting fired came out of nowhere. I didn’t have time to mentally prepare for the onslaught of emotions. And all those emotions wash over me now, like some kind of fucked-up tsunami.


I spend the rest of the day on the couch, chugging water and mainlining saltines, Netflix and a wad of tissues to stem my tears my only company. Around eight that night, I manage to drag myself off the couch and into a shower. I feel almost like a real live human being when I step out of the steam and into my pajamas.


I’m on my way to sleep when my phone dings with an alert.


Reminder: Coffee tomorrow at 2:00. Gran Caffé de Martini.


I don’t know whether to be super impressed with myself for setting a reminder or super annoyed I made a date in the first place. I think it’s a little bit of both. I consider canceling, pretty sure “I was shit-faced when I made this date” is a justifiable enough excuse. But seriously, it has been way too long and the date is already set. If nothing else, it’ll prevent me from spending the whole day wallowing. “Suck it up, Sadie. One date won’t kill you.”


I could be officially losing it, but I’m pretty sure the dracaena in the corner of my room nods in agreement.
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