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Please be home, please be home, please be home, I pray while opening the front door to my condominium, keys in one hand as I precariously balance a box of “personal belongings” on my hip while kicking a second box over the threshold. Thankfully, Neil is sitting at the kitchen table.


“Thank god you’re here!” I exhale, expecting him to relieve me—both of the box I’m holding and of my horrible day. Instead, Neil stays silently rooted to his seat, staring at his phone. He’s already changed out of his work clothes, the usual button-down shirt with slacks, and into an old T-shirt and his favorite pair of jeans, making me wonder how long he’s been home and if he listened to my voicemail.


Receiving no help from my fiancé, I make my way inside with the door slamming shut behind me.


I unceremoniously drop the first box onto the kitchen table with a thunk. “You’ll never believe what happened today.” Though the boxes should be some indication.


Neil remains uncharacteristically quiet, still focused on his phone and not me—his lack of curiosity and eye contact makes me want to snatch the phone from his hand.


“Well?” I prompt him.


He swallows and finally meets my eye. “We need to talk.”


While that phrase is never good to hear, it can’t be worse than what I just endured. Our wedding is only a month away; so, lately, that sentence, when uttered, means that something has gone wrong with one of our bookings or our parents or our surprisingly demanding guests.


“Sure. Okay,” I say, wiping some dots of perspiration from my forehead with my now free hand. “But can I go first? It’s been a horrible day, and I can’t deal with wedding stuff right now.” This is an understatement.


I walk over and deposit myself onto the sofa, kick off my shoes, and throw my arm over my eyes. I wait a couple seconds for Neil to come sit next to me. He doesn’t, so I just start talking. “Ugh. Where to begin?”


Finally, I hear the kitchen chair scrape back and Neil’s footsteps. With my eyes still covered, I feel him standing over me. “No, Allison. I really need to talk to you first. This is important.”


I sigh and give in. My news will have to wait.


“Fine. Okay. What’s so important?” I say, removing my arm from my eyes and prepping myself for the latest wedding disaster. Since I’ve been the one dealing with the vendors, it must be a guest issue.


“I can’t marry you,” he says, his voice sounding oddly strangled.


I peer up at him. “Excuse me?”


Neil clears his throat and, with more determination in his voice this time, repeats, “Allison, I can’t marry you.”


“What do you mean, you can’t marry me?” I enunciate each word. What in the world is going on, now?


“I can’t go through with the wedding.”


Oh. It’s not much of an elaboration.


Not this again, I think but do not say. These last few months, Neil has been stressed out by everything wedding-related—the cost of the invitations, whether we really needed a photographer and a videographer, or why I hired a band when his green-haired, multiple-pierced, eighteen-year-old cousin was an amateur DJ—when, really, all he has to do at this stage is show up wearing his suit at the appointed time on the appointed date. All my friends assured me though that this was normal guy-getting-married behavior and to not let it freak me out as well.


I pat the side of the sofa next to me. “Neil, honey, sit down.”


When he remains standing, I take a deep breath and say, “I know the wedding planning has been stressful. Trust me, there’ve been times I’ve wanted to call it off, too. But it’s almost over. In a month we’ll be at the finish line saying our ‘I do’s.’”


“No. It’s not the wedding planning.” Neil shakes his head and takes a step back from the sofa. “I can’t marry you because I’m in love with someone else.”


And for the second time today—


The.


World.


Just.


Stops.


I open my mouth a couple times, but nothing comes out. Since I can’t seem to form words, I instead end up staring at him for several silent seconds while my heart beats wildly against my chest, and I wonder if today is simply a bad dream or a massive practical joke.


Surely, I couldn’t have heard him correctly, but do I ask him to repeat the horrible words that I think I just heard? Turns out, I don’t have to.


“I’m so sorry, Allison.” His eyes, bloodshot and drooping with contrition, remind me of my old Basset hound, Barry, when he was caught doing something he shouldn’t.


He must feel safe that this news has rendered me immobile because he finally sits down next to me. “I’m so, so sorry.”


My throat is tight and I’m not sure I can breathe. I search his eyes for confirmation of what is happening and manage to say in a small voice, “You’re calling off the wedding?”


“Yes.”


“There’s someone else?” I ask in an even smaller voice.


He nods.


“Oh.” I look away and stare into space at some point above his head.


Quickly and nervously, he starts to explain—as if his explanation will soften the blow. “I didn’t mean for it to happen. It just did. I didn’t do it to hurt you. I would never want to hurt you.” Funny, I think, because you’re doing a good job of it now. “But it would be worse to continue our relationship and lead you on. It’s better to break up sooner rather than later with the wedding coming up and before everything becomes more complicated.”


His words sound like a speech he has practiced, probably with the “someone else.”


I still don’t have any words.


“Allison,” he pleads, trying to evoke a response from me, but I refuse to look at him. “Al, please say something.”


His mind is made up enough to call off our wedding and break my heart. I’m not sure what to say to that. How can you beg someone to stay with you once they’ve said they’re in love with someone else? It seems to be the definition of game over.


Finally finding my voice, I manage to whisper, “Who are you in love with?”


Neil is silent. My eyes drift back to his and I notice his eyes have grown wide. Fear.


“Who are you in love with?” I ask again, a little louder this time.


Neil stands up. With words so rushed they sound like one, he says, “I’m in love with Stacey.” And with that declaration, he backs up and grabs a bag that has been sitting in the hallway all this time and that I am just now noticing.


Stacey. My maid of honor. Of course.


“I’m sorry, Allison. I wish things weren’t ending like this.”


His eyes meet mine for a heartbreaking second, and I believe him. Until, coward that he is, he breaks eye contact and then turns and hurries out the door—our door—before I can even tell him my big news.


Once the door clicks behind him, I say aloud to no one, “I got fired today.” And, with that, the tears I’ve held in all afternoon come rushing out.


I WAKE UP in the morning puffy-eyed and exhausted and hoping that yesterday was all a bad dream. I look over to where I’ve expected to see Neil the last five years. But his side of the bed is empty, and there are no head indentations on the pillow, or any indications that he slept there and simply woke up before me.


I turn away and stare numbly at the ceiling for several eternal minutes before reaching for my phone. I check the time: 10:17 a.m. How can that be? I fell asleep last night sometime before ten, which means I’ve slept for more than twelve hours. Still, when I begin trying to move my leaden limbs, I feel like I’ve been hit by a ten-ton truck, my insides smeared along the Kennedy.


My phone rings, breaking the silence with Beyoncé’s latest, which forces me into action by answering to shut it up.


“Good morning, birthday girl,” my friend Jordan enthuses while I inwardly groan.


Oh, right. I’m thirty-five today. Somehow I forgot all that with the news of losing my job and my fiancé in the span of a few hours.


“Good morning,” I reply groggily.


“You sound awful,” says Jordan, and I can feel her frowning over the phone. “Did you already start celebrating last night?”


“No, nothing like that.” Though this morning resembles a bad hangover. “I’m just waking up.”


“Well, I won’t keep you. Just confirming that we’re still on for Adobo Grill at eight tonight?”


Oh my god—my birthday dinner tonight. After yesterday, there is nothing to celebrate and the absolute last thing I feel like doing is going out. But begging off would require an explanation and since my grief-filled brain can’t form an excuse fast enough, I dully respond, “Uh-huh.”


“Can’t wait to see you and celebrate!” Her cheerfulness sharpens my heartbreak.


“Same here,” I say, not meaning it.


“Ugh. You sound terrible. You better get some coffee in you, girl.”


“Yes, I’ll get on that.”


“Love ya! See you tonight.” Jordan hangs up taking her cheerfulness with her.


Yes. Coffee. It can’t cure all my problems, but it can cure at least one. I’m so drained I’d probably go back to sleep if I didn’t have to figure out the next chapter of my life. Of course, this realization makes me want to pull the covers over my head, which I do, and never come out.


Argh.


But that’s not who I am and it’s not who I plan to become, so I give myself a sad pep talk. Okay, these are just some setbacks. Some major setbacks, true, but I’ve never been one to give up. I can’t let Neil get the best of me. I realize though that once I get out of bed there are painful steps to take. There is a wedding to cancel. There is job hunting to do. There is a birthday dinner to attend.


There is the fact that I am thirty-five years old and my life has crumbled around me.


What do I do first?


It’s Saturday, my long run morning. Normally, I hate skipping a workout since I used to always be training for something—the Chicago marathon or the occasional sprint triathlon—although the last few months, it’s all been for seamlessly fitting into my wedding dress. So though it’s the last thing I feel like doing, considering the uncontrollable downward trajectory my life took yesterday, I also feel that I should stick to whatever constants I still have in my life. Mustering all my strength, I push the covers off me and roll out of bed. I pull my meticulously highlighted blond hair into a ponytail, throw on the requisite running gear, lace up my shoes, and am out the door before I can second-guess myself.


THE LATE MORNING May sun does little to lift my mood as I head toward Lincoln Park, promising myself that for an hour, I’ll try to forget that I’m Allison James—the thirty-five-year-old, unemployed, former fiancée.


As I make my way to the end of Dearborn nearing the Lincoln Memorial, there’s a group of people that on closer inspection turns out to be a bridal party getting their photos taken. I look to where the smiling maid of honor is standing next to the smiling bride and fixing something in the bride’s hair. Tears sting my eyes and my chest threatens to explode and I want to shout at the universe, Oh, come on! as I veer toward the lake-front to avoid them.


It was my maid of honor who inadvertently introduced me to Neil. Stacey had invited me to a Cubs game when one of her friends secured a box (even though, in my opinion, it’s usually more fun in the bleachers), and Neil was a friend of the friend who had the box. Neil was the type of guy Wrigleyville attracts. He was good-looking in a clean-cut way with closely cropped light brown hair and warm brown eyes that crinkled slightly when he smiled. He was fit, but not obsessively so. He golfed and occasionally played volleyball at the lakefront in the summer, though he admitted he preferred watching sports to actually doing them. We ended up sitting next to each other and spent the entire game talking about everything—movies, music, The Amazing Race, favorite Chicago spots, our jobs (he worked in sales for a sports marketing company; I was a PR account manager), our friends, our families, and even childhood pets (his was a female turtle named Steve). I was completely taken in by his friendly demeanor, lopsided grin, and honest face (how ironic, all things considered). When I accidentally swallowed my beer too quickly and got a terrible case of hiccups, he tried helping me with all the tricks in the book. “Hold your breath. Here, we’ll have a contest.” Yet, he kept making such ridiculous faces while he held his breath that I would end up laughing and hiccupping even more. Then he tried to scare me, but trying to do so at a rowdy baseball game was near impossible. The only thing that seemed to cure them was when he asked for my phone number.


Our relationship progressed easily and quickly, and within a year we were living together in my condo and planning our future. From the first date until yesterday, everything about our relationship had felt so simple and right—so how could it have all gone wrong?


And, Stacey, of all people? I could understand it if maybe he went for someone completely different, but Stacey also works in PR and is physically another version of me—five foot seven, blond (although even more bottled than I am), and a gym-honed size four.


And he couldn’t have possibly chosen her because of her personality. The woman is insanely demanding. Whenever we go out, she wants to pick the restaurant or bar and usually picks one with no consideration for others’ finances. God forbid if any service is less than stellar because she’s a stingy tipper (when she tips) and always wants to complain to the manager. She was one of those customers I feared when I worked in retail during high school. Though it was exactly for these reasons that I asked her to be my maid of honor, hoping her forceful personality would help keep the wedding day schedule on course. Sure, she’s funny and fine in conversation, but aren’t all PR people? That’s our job.


So the only thing I can think of, and the thought makes me ill, is that she must be really, really good in bed. I would give her that. Not that I don’t have my own tricks, but Neil and I were together for a long time. Things got comfortable. The sexy chemises I always wore to bed at some point turned into flannel pajamas (but in my defense, Chicago winters are brutal!). The stress of wedding planning took up a lot of our free time, and our most in-depth discussions became centered around issues such as which font looked best on the save-the-date cards. But everyone knows that’s just wedding planning and every couple goes through it. So why didn’t we survive? What was wrong with us? Or more to the point—what is wrong with me?


This last thought sucks the air right out of me, and I stop running. Spying a nearby bench, I collapse onto it, rest my forehead on my hands, and let the tears silently spill.


I am not a demanding person. All I asked from life was to have a nice job I was good at, find a nice guy to settle down with and have our nice family, and then to live our nice happily-ever-after preferably in a suburb with good public schools. Since many of my high school and college friends have surpassed me in almost all these areas, clearly, the flaw is with me.


Suddenly I feel someone sit next to me, and a voice says, “I’ll be your boyfriend if you want?”


I look up to find a teenage boy smirking at me. Judging from the eyeliner and black clothing, I assume he must be an art student at Columbia or the Art Institute.


Well, okay, maybe I demand a nice guy in my age bracket.


Feeling ridiculous to be caught out crying on a park bench, I smile politely at him before standing and taking off in a slow, sad jog toward home to get started on the depressing task of piecing my life back together.


LOST IN MY thoughts on my way home, I run into a chalkboard sign on the sidewalk and almost fall over. Great, I might as well add a broken limb on top of everything else falling apart in my life. I straighten up the sign and see that it’s advertising a new coffeehouse that opened a couple days ago in my Gold Coast neighborhood.


Need a wicked brew? Step into The Cauldron.


Still in need of my morning caffeine (and a cure for this emotional hangover), I could use a wicked brew.


As soon as I open the door, I appreciate the welcoming vibe. The décor is simultaneously cozy and industrial with exposed brick walls and a fireplace on one side. Everything is very Restoration Hardware—dark wood tables and metal chairs are mixed in with comfy, worn leather sofas and chairs tucked into corners and lots of vintage-looking lighting. By the counter, there is a glass display filled with pastries, sandwiches, and salads. A guy who looks around my age stands behind the register.


“Good morning. How are you?” he says.


Good manners force me to lie. “Fine, thank you. You?”


“Great! I woke up this morning, the sun was shining, and I’m alive. What can be better than that?”


I smile and nod politely at his new-agey comment. Between that and his surfer-like, naturally blond hair and light blue eyes, I decide he must be a transplant from California.


“So what can I get you this morning?” he asks.


“I’ll have a large latte with almond milk and a banana, please.”


I grab a banana from the basket on the counter while he rings me up. My gaze wanders over to the pastry case, but I seem to have lost my appetite along with everything else. And, anyway, I have rules about this. Six days a week, I eat ultra-healthy. Then on the weekend, I’m allowed one meal of whatever I want. I never break my rules, not even for a breakup or job loss. If I start breaking the rules now, I can’t imagine what new chaos will erupt in my already disastrous life. Best to stick to the program.


While I wait for my latte, I walk around the place, idly looking at the various books and magazines on display. Seems like a great place to hang out in peace. Unfortunately, that’s not something I have the luxury of doing today—I have a wedding to cancel and a job to find (and more tears to shed).


“Excuse me, miss? Here’s your latte.” The guy from the cash register sets down a paper cup on the table where I’m sitting.


I jump a little at the sound of his voice. I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice I’d sat down. Composing myself, I smile up at him. “Thank you.”


“I meant to call your name, but I forgot to ask.”


“No worries. It’s Allison.” I wrap my hand around the warm cup and stand.


“Thanks for coming in, Allison. I’m Eric. Hope to see you again.”


He has a kind smile. Exactly the type of smile I need today. “This is a cute place. I’ll definitely be back.”


“And, here, take this too.” Eric hands me a small bag. “It’s on the house.”


“Oh! Um, thanks. What is it?”


“A lemon blueberry scone. It’s my mother’s recipe.”


“Wow, thank you. That’s really nice of you. I look forward to trying it.”


He breaks into a grin, and then I really must go because I’m not sure how much kindness I can handle in my fragile state without melting down in public again.
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I walk into Adobo Grill as ready as I’ll ever be for my birthday dinner—meaning I dropped some Visine into my eyes and took care to wear waterproof mascara. I spy Jordan by the bar and take a deep breath. While I haven’t told her all my news, I’m wondering if she’s already heard from either Stacey or Kate.


When Jordan sees me, she starts waving wildly. “Woo-hoo, Allison! Hey, birthday girl!”


She stands and I notice that she’s holding a ridiculously large, garish balloon with a monkey saying something about going bananas because it’s your birthday. I swallow and make my way over with a smile plastered on my face and a fake-it-till-you-make-it attitude.


“Jordan!” I give her a warm hug and then point to the balloon with a small laugh. “You shouldn’t have.”


“Ha, ha! Well, how else is everyone going to know it’s your birthday?” She looks over my shoulder. “Where’s Neil? I thought he was joining us for a pre-dinner drink?”


“Um, he can’t make it tonight.”


“Oh, no! Is he sick?”


“Yeah, he’s not feeling too great,” I say, trying to keep both myself and my voice calm.


At least I hope that’s the case, though I suspect I’m the only one not feeling too great, since Neil now has Stacey to comfort him.


“Huh? There must be something going around because Kate called me, and she’s under the weather too. So I guess it’s just you, me, and Stacey tonight.”


“Yeah. …” I drawl out, still trying to control my emotions. “I don’t think Stacey is going to make it either.”


“You’re kidding? Did she call you?”


“Not exactly.” My stomach knots and feeling a lump begin to form in my throat, I wave my hand toward the hostess stand. “Let’s just get a table because I need a drink.”


Narrowing her eyes, Jordan regards me strangely for a second before saying, “Okay, let’s do that,” in a placating tone.


Once we’re seated, with tequila drinks in hand and a hearty serving of guacamole made tableside, Jordan holds up her glass. “To your annual celebration of turning twenty-nine!”


“Cheers to that.” I raise my glass, wishing I could turn the clock back six years and warn my younger self to avoid the mistake called Neil.


After our first sips, Jordan sets down her drink, crosses her arms on the table, and looks me in the eye. “Okay. What’s going on?”


I raise my eyebrows at her as I take a second and then third sip of my margarita before putting it down.


“Yesterday I was fired and then I came home and Neil broke off our engagement.” I pause and inhale. And then—“He’s in love with somebody else.”


“Noooo. …” With her eyes wide, Jordan stares at me but doesn’t say anything else for what feels like forever. She’s actually speechless. A rarity. Once she digests the information, she reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “I’m so sorry, babe. How are you doing?”


“Um, shell-shocked? One minute I’ll be crying, and then the next I’m completely numb.” I’m not sure how to describe the surreality of my heartbreak. “Maybe I’m in the first stage of grief, meaning denial? Most of Neil’s stuff is in the condo, so when I woke up this morning it looked like nothing happened. Like he’s just on some golf weekend or business trip. And since it’s Saturday, I didn’t have to get ready for work … for a job that I no longer have, anyway. The only unusual thing about my day is that I started putting my resume together.” I shake my head numbly.


“I can’t believe it. That bastard,” Jordan hisses and then squeezes my hand again. “Do you know who she is?”


I look down at my drink and give a small nod.


“Who?”


Without looking at her, I shake my head, not ready to talk about Stacey. “I’ll tell you after the next margarita.”


She lets go of my hand and picks up her drink. “And, oh my god, your job! What happened?”


“Where do I begin?”


I’m glad it’s just Jordan here tonight. Obviously, I can no longer talk to Stacey, though I do have words for her. And in hindsight, the way Kate had been lurking around the office the last few weeks (and her absence tonight) makes me wonder if she knew what was coming.


Like Mindy Kaling, I believe “best friend” describes a friendship tier rather than a one and only; and Jordan, Stacey, and Kate all made the tier during different stages of my life. Jordan was my college roommate at DePaul University and stayed that way until we moved in with our respective boyfriends after graduation. With her long brown curly hair, freckles, smiling green eyes, and infectious laugh and energy, I knew right away she would be a best friend for life. I became friends with Stacey when I was twenty-two and first started working at PR Worldwide, where she left after a couple years to go onto “bigger and better” things, which all turned out to be the same job at various other PR firms, moving on but not up. Right after Stacey left, Kate started working at PR Worldwide, and I took on the role of her unofficial mentor, and, over the years, our loyal work relationship turned into a personal friendship.


They were a diverse trio. Jordan never really clicked with Stacey or Kate, but she was friendly with them because they were my friends. Stacey and Kate clicked immediately on a professional—if not personal—level since we all had the same job in common. While Stacey and I were regularly asked if we were sisters, short dark-haired Kate was my polar opposite in looks and outlook—my optimism versus what she called “happy pessimism.”


All three women were set to be my bridesmaids. While Stacey has probably figured out she’s fired from the job, I now need to tell Kate. Though I suspect she’ll probably be relieved. When I had asked her to be in the wedding party, she said, “Yes,” but her eyes clearly said no. Behind them I could tell she was already mentally prepping herself for weekends filled with too much cheerful girliness capped off with donning a hideous bridesmaid dress—“Just promise me no bubble hems. And don’t make me tie ribbons on things, or any of that shit.” Kate may be loyal, but she also has boundaries.


“Start wherever you want,” says Jordan. “And I can’t believe Stacey and Kate aren’t here for this. I assume Kate already knows about work, but do they know about the wedding?”


“Actually, I can believe they’re not here,” I say with an uncharacteristic edge in my voice, which I’m allowed under the circumstances. “I’ll start from the beginning, with work.”


I HAD WALKED into my office on Friday morning, business as usual. Around ten, I received an email from Paige, the firm’s president, asking me to meet her in her office at three o’clock. It struck me as a little unusual that she didn’t mention the purpose of the meeting, but otherwise nothing else tipped me off to what was going to be the start of my doomsday. Until then, I made some calls, followed up on some press releases, and reviewed copy for some marketing materials. I asked Kate if she wanted to go to lunch, but she said she was working through. Again, this was nothing unusual since she typically works through lunchtime and grabs something later in the day.


When I walked into Paige’s office at three, I was mildly surprised to see Darren from Human Resources also sitting in the room.


“Hi, guys,” I said, as I lightly knocked on the door, not sure if I was interrupting their conversation.


Both stood up.


“Good afternoon, Allison,” said Paige from behind her desk. “Please have a seat.” She gestured at the chair next to where Darren had been sitting.


Darren nodded at me in greeting and, the second I took my seat, abruptly closed the door before sitting back down next to me.


“So what’s going on?” I asked.


With Darren there and the door closed, I wasn’t sure if this meeting was about a client or an employee matter. Noting the pained expression behind Paige’s eyes, I knew that whatever this was about, it wasn’t going to be good.


Paige took a deep breath before starting. “Allison, we’ve been colleagues for a long time now, so what I have to say is very hard.”


My first thought was, Oh my god, Paige is leaving. Or even more disastrous, perhaps she was ill or someone in her family was ill. Is that why she did the breast cancer walk last year? I immediately wanted to say some words of comfort, but felt it would be inappropriate. So I remained quiet waiting for her next words.


“As you know, over the last several months, some of your major clients have reduced their budgets, and we’ve received some complaints about cost.”


This is not unusual in our industry. If there is economic uncertainty or a downturn, the first thing companies do is start scrutinizing the bills and slashing their marketing budgets. I simply nodded, wondering what this had to do with Paige’s leaving and being sick.


“More recently, clients have been complaining about you,” she continued.


This news was unusual, and I could feel my heart begin to race. Paige was fine—I was the one who was going to be sick.


“They’ve been questioning your efficiency and costs, and several have requested another account manager who might be better suited to their goals.”


Though I tried to keep my face neutral, I could feel myself blinking too much as I rapidly tried to figure out how to respond. “I’m so sorry, Paige, but this is all news to me.” I willed myself not to be defensive. “Which clients have complained?” And why didn’t anyone tell me?


“It doesn’t matter at this point. But as president, I’m ultimately responsible for keeping them happy.”


“Of course.” I’d always followed the rule of apologizing and then immediately fixing whatever needed to be fixed. Though how could I fix something if I didn’t know what was broken? I needed to stand up for myself the best I could. “Although a couple clients have recently reduced their budgets, I’ve managed to convince them not to reduce down to what they proposed and also found creative ways to maximize their presence in the marketplace with less cost. But, otherwise, none of my clients have mentioned their dissatisfaction to me. If I knew exactly which clients and what their issues are, I’m sure I can fix it.”


“I know, Allison. You’re one of our best account managers. I don’t understand it either.” Paige shook her head. “But as you just mentioned, some of our clients are tightening their belts and so must we. We need to look at our teams and decide where we can consolidate. Unfortunately, when these things happen the firm can’t afford to keep everyone on.”


As she spoke, my thoughts swirled. Am I going to have to decide who gets fired on my team? Oh god, I don’t want to do this.


“And when there are complaints and threats from our clients to change agencies, we have to take action. Which means, I’m truly sorry, Allison, but we have to let you go.”


The room was silent as blood rushed and roared in my ears.


“I’m fired?” I asked, tentatively.


“Let go. Yes. I’m sorry.” Paige held my gaze as I stared at her in utter disbelief.


“But I’ve been here twelve years. Why didn’t anyone tell me there was a problem? You know I could’ve fixed it.” My hands reflexively gripped my chair to keep me steady, and I couldn’t stand the sound of my tiny voice in that topsy-turvy room.


“I know you could’ve. But, unfortunately, this is purely a business decision. Though, trust me, this was not my decision.” She said this last part with emphasis.


I fought the competing desires to leave with dignity and to grovel for my job back.


“But, Paige, you’re the president.” I knew I sounded accusatory, but I was too confused to care.


“I know,” Paige said, her voice sympathetic but firm, “but this came from above.” I assumed she meant Tim and Allen who are respectively the director and chief public officer of PR Worldwide and above Paige’s position. “I tried, but I couldn’t change their minds on this one.”


“I’m sorry too, Allison,” Darren finally piped up. “I’m going to miss you. It’s days like this that I hate my job.”


I turned to him. “In that case, can I take yours?” Darren recognized my pathetic attempt at gallows humor and gave me a sympathetic smile, which made me feel even more pathetic. I turned back to Paige. “I just don’t understand. Is there anything I can say or do to change this?”


“No.” Paige shook her head sadly again, defeat in her voice. “I did what I could, Allison. I hope you believe me.”


I believed her, but I still couldn’t believe what was happening. In that moment, though, I felt it best to preserve what self-respect I had and tried to leave behind a dignified last impression by accepting my termination. Darren placed some forms in front of me that I signed without reading (probably saying things like I won’t sue the company and I agree I’ve been terminated), but I could barely listen and just did as I was told.


Even worse, Darren had to accompany me back to my desk to ensure I wouldn’t steal anything from the office, such as client lists. He already had a couple boxes ready for me in my office for my personal effects.


I like Darren and I knew this sucked for him too. The whole event was awkward for both of us. Even more awkward was that I needed two boxes, and how the heck was I going to carry two boxes on the El ride home? The reality hit me and I could feel tears stinging at the back of my eyes.


“I’m going to have to call Neil. I don’t know how I can get these boxes home.”


“Sure. Or I can give you a ride,” Darren said. “It’s the least I can do.”


Though I was well aware of the inappropriateness of the HR guy driving me home in such circumstances, over the years Darren and I had become friends, and when I got Neil’s voicemail, I decided to accept his kind offer. I took my time with packing my belongings, hoping I could stretch out my packing to five o’clock, also hoping Neil would call me back. But at about ten to five, I was finished.


“I’m going to need your badge,” Darren said, his face scrunched up in his I-hate-this-too expression, eyebrows simultaneously raised and knit together. In his cardigan and bow tie, he always struck me as someone who would rather be determining the authenticity of a Biedermeier dresser at a dusty auction house than handling employee disputes in a corporate high-rise. I handed over my badge feeling the finality of it all.


We each carried out a box. Thankfully it was someone else’s birthday, too, so most of my coworkers were away from their desks partaking in cake in the conference room, rather than widely witnessing my humiliation or asking me questions on my way out of the building.


On the car ride home, Darren kept apologizing. “If you forgot anything in your office, just let me know and I’ll get it for you,” he added.


“Thanks.” A part of me wished he’d stop being so nice because it was weird to be thanking the person who just helped fire me.


The whole agonizing time in the car I was hoping, praying Neil was already home from work. I needed to tell someone about my surreal day and get sympathy from someone other than HR Darren. Then I could feel the panic rising because, with the wedding coming up, our costs had been exploding. Neil is going to freak out, I thought.


I took a deep breath to calm myself. Neil and I have been together for forever, and we’re getting married; so whatever else happens today, I know we’re solid.


“OR I THOUGHT we were solid,” I say to Jordan, the words tasting as bitter and sour in my mouth as the salt on my margarita glass.


Jordan kept nodding, asking few questions as I recounted the horrible details of being fired. Somehow in between we managed to order another round of drinks, but we haven’t opened our menus yet. Despite this being my “treat” meal of the week, I’m not very hungry.


“Have you talked to Kate yet?” Jordan asks.


“No. I thought I would see her here tonight.”


“And she’s not here,” says Jordan, stating the obvious.


“Nope.”


“That’s kinda shitty.” Jordan shakes her head disapprovingly. I know she’s not the biggest fan of Kate, but I also know that if pressed she’d diplomatically say, “I don’t dislike her.”


I shrug. “She’s sick. I’ll call her tomorrow.”


Jordan harrumphs. “So how did Neil react to the news?”


“I didn’t tell him.”


“You didn’t tell him?” She’s looking at me obviously confused.


“Well, he didn’t really give me the chance during his breakup speech.” I shrug helplessly and then tap my glass. “This is my second drink, so here goes.”


I recount last night’s events, from Neil’s total obliviousness to my I’ve-been-fired boxes to his rapid-fire confession and even hastier escape out the door.


“But what makes his betrayal even worse is that he’s in love with—” The tears are pricking at my eyes again, so I look up at the ceiling and say, “Stacey. He’s in love with Stacey.”


“Stacey? Maid of honor, Stacey?”


“Yes,” I squeak.


I tear my eyes from the ceiling to see Jordan’s reaction. She looks frozen with her back ramrod straight, eyes wide in shock, and right hand gripping her glass.


Her posture melts as she takes a few seconds to process my news; then she releases her death grip on her glass, reaches for my hand again, and says, “Oh, honey. We’re going to need another round.”




[image: Images]


Sitting at my kitchen table Sunday morning, I drink coffee to soothe my dull headache while clicking through job listing websites. Nothing jumps out at me, but I try not to let it worry me too much since I’ve only just started my search.


What is worrying me is that I can’t shake the look of Jordan’s horrified face out of my mind. Last night, I’d been hoping for a sign from her that everything would be okay, but I didn’t get one. While she said things like, You’re better off without Neil and You’re worth twenty Staceys and You’ll get a better job, at times her facial expression failed to match her soothing words, which means I’m more of a mess than I thought. I even turned down a last round of drinks with the excuse that I didn’t want to wake up hungover because I needed to finish my resume and start my job hunt in earnest. I know I’m in denial, but for now I just want to focus on moving forward and not “feeling” my feelings—and I was afraid that too many drinks might force me to do just that.


Around eleven in the morning, as I’m still sitting in my pajamas jotting down notes on some potential employers and tinkering with my resume, I hear the sound of keys being inserted into the lock on the front door. I look over and see the knob turning. My heart stops and like a doe in the headlights I freeze.


The door opens and there stands Neil. His bug-eyed expression tells me that he is just as shocked to see me as I am him. “Oh, oh, sorry,” he stammers nervously, his hand still on the doorknob. “I didn’t think you’d be here.”


“It’s my condo. Why wouldn’t I be here?” I’m staring at him in horror, my hands still frozen over my laptop.


“It’s Sunday, so I thought you’d be at yoga or running errands at this time.”


“Well, I’m not,” I say coldly. Though I’d made the decision to try to keep up my normal routine, I’m still annoyed by his assumption that I’d be so regimented after he dropped his bomb on Friday. I close my laptop and then lean back into my chair crossing my arms tightly and resisting the urge to jump up and murder him.


“I see that.” He stands awkwardly in the doorway as we stare each other down.


I’m hoping he will look apologetic. I’m hoping he will say he’s made a big mistake. I’m hoping he will offer a better explanation of what happened to us. Finally, after several painful seconds, I’m hoping he will just say something and not continue to stand there in silence.


When he doesn’t say anything, I break down and ask, “What are you doing here?”


“I, uh, wanted to pick up some of my stuff,” he says, darting his eyes around the living room. “I can get the rest when you’re at work or something. You know, at a time more convenient for you.”


My first instinct is to kick him out, but I fight it. I swallow hard, trying to remain calm, though anger surges through my veins. I want something to happen in this moment, but I don’t know what. I haven’t practiced how I want this to go down. Do I want to release the bitter-jilted-ex-fiancée or play this as the calm-collected-ex-fiancée? I don’t know yet. The only feeling I’m sure of is that I feel like I’m owed more information.


“Don’t you think we should talk first?” I say.


With his lips pressed tightly together, he shakes his head grimly. “I already told you everything on Friday. There’s nothing more to say.”


“It wasn’t exactly a conversation. You told me nothing except that you’re in love with Stacey. Aren’t I owed some more answers?”


“It’s just the same answers, Allison. It can’t help to keep going over them.”


I feel a white-hot fury coming on, and the bitter-jilted-ex-fiancée is about to rear her ugly head. I clench my teeth to hold her back. Though I want to go all Welcome-to-the-Thunderdome on him, this is not the end. We still have to figure out our living situation, he still needs to fully move out, and we still need to discuss canceling the wedding contracts. And I want to be more prepared—not sitting in my pajamas nursing a mild hangover and being ambushed by my ex for the second time in forty-eight hours.


“Fine. Get what you need and then please get out,” I say firmly, proud of my calm tone. “We still need to talk about canceling the wedding though and the sooner the better.”


“Can’t you just do that?” he says, his voice sounding tired and annoyed. “You know I was never that involved in the wedding stuff.”


Wait. Did he just whine to me? The man who called off our wedding to sleep with my maid of honor just whined to me that he doesn’t want to deal with canceling the contracts that need to be canceled due to his adulterous behavior? And with that thought, the bitter-jilted-ex-fiancée fights her way past all of my other personas, and suddenly I’m standing and screaming at him, “GET OUT! GET OUT!! GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!!! AND NEVER COME BACK!!!!”


I’m sure every capillary has burst on my face as I’m stomping my foot and screaming while pointing to the door. Meanwhile, Neil just stands in the hallway white-faced with shock. In our five years together, I have never screamed at him like this, but instead always held back and chose my words carefully. But now I have no control over what I’m saying.


“I’M SERIOUS, NEIL! GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE AND BACK TO YOUR TRAMPY WHORE, OR I SWEAR TO GOD I’M GOING TO SHOVE YOU OUT OF HERE MYSELF!”


Just as I’m about to lunge at him, Neil quickly leaves. The front door slams behind him, and I hear his feet running toward the elevators. As soon as he’s gone, I deadbolt the door and slide down to the floor and start heaving big fat ugly tears. I sob uncontrollably for what feels like an hour to the point where my entire body hurts. And even after my tears are spent, I don’t want to get up because I don’t want to get on with my day. I don’t want time to keep moving. I just want everything to stop and go backwards. Because how did I get here? How did this happen to me? Was I complicit in all these crimes? Did I cause this?


My phone rings. Oh my god, if this is Neil I’m going to lose it even more so than I already have, and I don’t want to see what that looks like. I peel myself off the floor and look at the screen. Gilchrist & Jenkins.


“Hi, Jordan,” I snuffle.


“Allison! Are you okay?”


“Hold on.” I put the phone down to blow my nose and then pick it back up. “Yeah, I’m fine. Neil was just here.”


“What did he want?”


“To get some of his stuff.”


“That bastard.”


“That bastard, indeed. I didn’t let him.”


“Good for you.”


“Yeah, well, it got a little ugly. I didn’t let him take anything, which means he’s going to have to come back.” And with that thought, the tears make their reappearance.


“Oh, Allie, I’m so sorry. Stay put, I’m coming over.”


“No, no. It’s okay. I’m fine.” I sniffle loudly.


“I’m coming over,” she says more forcefully, and when she takes that tone there’s no arguing with her.


After we hang up, I head to the bathroom to splash some cold water on my puffy face. When I see my reflection in the mirror, somehow the reality of it all sinks in even more, and I start bawling all over again, even harder, if possible.


I’M STILL TEARY when Jordan arrives. “Oh, honey, come here,” she says and envelops me in a big hug in my doorway.


When we pull away and she comes inside, I manage to ask, “What’s in the bag?”


“Supplies.” She sets the brown grocery bag on my kitchen table. “How do you feel about mimosas?”


I laugh a little, which feels great after crying so hard. “Why not?” So much for my Sunday yoga; mimosas sound like a much better idea.


Jordan grabs two champagne glasses from my cabinet and starts mixing our drinks while I slump down into a kitchen chair. When she hands me my drink, I’m immediately about to guzzle it down, but she stops me.


“Not yet. We need to toast,” she says.


“I don’t think there’s much to celebrate here.”


“Oh, there is. Let’s toast to that bitch Stacey for finally taking that asshole Neil out of your life.”


Even though I know she’s trying to be supportive, her words have the unintended effect of making me feel like an idiot for even letting those two into my life.


I put down my glass and rest my forehead in my palms. “Oh god, Jordan. What am I going to do?” I hate the hopeless tone in my voice, but I just need to be pathetic right now.


“Oh, sweetie, I didn’t mean to upset you.” She leans over and hugs me again. “Here’s what you’re going to do. First, we drink. Okay?”


“Okay,” I say, compliant with this plan and then take a large gulp of the mimosa she so kindly made. “But, ugh, I’m going to have to face Neil sometime soon. He does still need to get his stuff.”


“No, you don’t. This is what we’re going to do today. After these mimosas, we’re changing the locks.”


“We can’t do that. How’s he going to get in?”


“He’s not.” She gives me a pointed look. “Then we’re going to pack up his stuff and put it downstairs with the doorman. You’ll call Neil and tell him to pick up his stuff or it’s going in the trash.”


Getting into the spirit of this plan, I say, “Better yet. Let’s just put it in the trash room. Then that way if he doesn’t pick it up, it’s definitely going in the trash.”


Jordan winks at me and raises her glass. “See, I can tell you’re feeling better already.”


After we finish our first mimosas, I head downstairs to see if my building’s engineer is around. He’s not. So instead I talk to my doorman, Robert. “It’s Sunday,” he says. “I don’t know if José can do it today. Can it wait until tomorrow?”


“It’s, it’s …” I start to stammer, trying not to cry. “It’s a bit of an emergency. Neil and I broke up.”


Robert’s eyes widen. “Noooo. But the wedding?”


I shake my head. “It’s off.”


Robert’s eyes are still wide and knowing that he loves good gossip about the tenants, I give it to him. “Neil cheated on me.”


He gasps and puts his hand to his heart. “What a fool! I’m sorry to hear this. You know sometimes these young guys get cold feet and do something stupid.”


“Oh, it was stupid all right.” And even though it pains me to admit it, I feel this information will further help my cause. “He cheated on me with my maid of honor.”


All of a sudden Robert’s eyes turn serious, and he holds up his index finger. “You wait right here, Miss James.” He picks up the phone, dials a number, and says, “José, we have an emergency. Come to the front desk.”


When I return upstairs, Jordan has already begun stuffing Neil’s clothes into several garbage bags. Noticing I’m back, she says, “I can do the clothes. That’s pretty obvious. So if you want to start on the other items … or if that’s too painful, just point them out to me, and I’ll take care of it.”


I stand up straighter and pull my shoulders back in determination. “I can handle it.”


I feel like we’re cleaning up a crime scene—that Jordan is my Olivia Pope from Scandal and I am her gladiator—and I swiftly grab a garbage bag and head to the bathroom. I start dumping everything from his medicine cabinet and drawers into the bag. I notice that the cologne he always wears is missing, as are his favorite hair products and eye cream. (Yeah, Neil, while you were making fun of my facials and nightly skincare routine, I know you were secretly into man products.) Since he appears to have taken his bathroom essentials, I have no problem throwing this bag in the actual trash.


The physical exercise of removing Neil’s belongings from “our” place feels liberating. This was my place before Neil moved in. I was getting tired of wasting money on rent, and when most of my friends were coupled up and embarking on home ownership, whether in the city or the suburbs, I followed suit on the next step to responsible adulthood—a mortgage. Later, with Neil’s lease up and after a year of dating, we decided it made sense for him to move in with me. He sold his furniture and moved his clothes and other belongings into my two-bedroom, two-bath condo. While I paid my mortgage, he paid the monthly HOA fees, our utilities, and grocery bills. We didn’t share any credit cards or bank accounts or, apparently, commitment, which paved the way for Neil to move out as quickly and cleanly as he moved in.


Thank goodness I’m now a far cry from the sad heap on the floor that I was this morning; instead, I’m a determined woman with a mission to reclaim my home and banish all traces of Neil’s prior existence from it. His hideous Notre Dame blanket on the bed, his random sports teams coasters cluttering the coffee table, his tacky baseball bobblehead collection—I want it all gone.
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