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To the girl I was.
Without you,
I wouldn’t be me.
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“Sometimes I wish life was written pencil
so we could erase it and write it all over again.”

—Thisuri Wanniarachchi
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Alexis

Tapping my fingertips against the desk, I watch the clock in the lower right-hand corner of my computer screen. They don’t make the cute nail clicking sound though because I’m prone to chewing them off. I’ve tried to stop biting them many times throughout my thirty-some-odd years, but it’s no use—they always find their way back to my teeth, ready for slaughter. My workday ends in two minutes, but right now, it feels like an eternity because I’m eager to get home and get ready for a special date my boyfriend, Andrew, has planned. I don’t know what we’re doing, but he told me to dress nice, so I need time to try on at least ten different outfits—although I’ll likely settle on my first choice.

The sound of drawers opening and closing in nearby cubicles pulls me out of my daze. Feet shuffle and laughter ensues, signaling the end of the work week.

My hand flies to my computer mouse and just as I’m about to log out, an email with the subject line “PLEASE COME TO HR” appears at the top of my inbox. I nearly groan at the interruption to the start of my weekend, but my eyes flick to the calendar pinned to the wall of my cubicle, catching the words written and highlighted on Monday’s date: “1 year work anniversary!”

I can’t help but smile at the sight of it, especially paired with the email from human resources. Most people don’t want to hear from HR, unless of course they’re a contract employee who was told their position would become permanent after a year of employment. That would be me! Alexis Spencer, contract social media manager, but soon-to-be-permanent social media manager. HR must want to give me the good news going into the weekend. How thoughtful of them. After nearly a year of responding to social media comments from consumers complaining about the ply of their toilet paper or the absorbency of their menstrual products, I’ve certainly earned this.

I look fondly at the small succulent sitting on my desk. It was a gift from Andrew when I first landed this job. He said it was supposed to bring me success because it’s a succulent. I’m not sure if that’s a real superstition or he made it up, but I loved it either way.

“Today’s the day, Sucky.” I rub one of the thick, fleshy leaves between my fingers for luck. And yes, the name I gave it should tell you all you will ever need to know about me. Andrew is going to be so proud, especially considering I haven’t given him much to be proud of over the years. Since graduating college nearly a decade ago, I’ve gone from temp job to no job to temp job to no job to temp job, and so forth—but that all changes today.

Smiling, I stand from my chair and make my way to the human resources department. I walk with purpose, now that I have one. If any of my coworkers were still here, they’d see a whole new woman—head held high, and shoulders pinned back.

Outside of the HR director’s office, I knock twice.

“Come in,” Janet calls out, her voice muffled by the solid wood door that’s intentionally there to keep conversations within the walls of her office confidential.

I enter and find Janet sitting behind her desk. She’s plump with dark eyes and a permanent scowl, which I assume comes with the job.

“Hi, I got an email requesting that I come to HR,” I say, trying to hide my excitement with a casual smile.

She clears her throat and shuffles a few file folders. “Yes. Alexis Spencer.” Janet gestures for me to sit.

“The one and only,” I say, taking a seat. Pushing a piece of hair behind my ear, I force a casual smile, not wanting to come across as too eager, like I’ve been counting down the days (which I have).

“You’ve been a contractor here about a year.”

I nod. Looks like Janet has been counting too.

“And you’ve done a wonderful job managing social media engagement and consumer complaints.”

“Thank you.” My tight smile eases into a genuine grin. This is it. I’m finally getting hired on.

Good things rarely happen to me, but I could get used to this giddy feeling—like a swarm of butterflies fluttering around my belly. It makes me sit up a little taller.

I don’t even care what the pay bump is; I just want those glorious bennies! Paid time off. Dental. That 401k thing Andrew’s always talking about. Not to mention, the coveted health insurance. Last year, when I broke my arm falling down a flight of stairs at a bar, I just had to hope the bone would fuse together properly over time or however broken bones mend. When I got into a car accident—okay, two car accidents—I refused an ambulance both times and called an Uber to take me home. Sure, I had to pay a cleaning fee for the blood that got on the upholstery, but I saved boku bucks, and I didn’t die. Win-win! And I’ll finally get one of those yearly checkups. It’s been six years since my last one, thanks to the government kicking me off my dad’s healthcare plan the day I turned twenty-six. Not a very nice birthday gift, but now I’ll march right into the hospital with my own insurance and say, “Doc, I’ll have the works. Check every nook and cranny.”

“But …” Janet hesitates, looking down at a file folder and then finally back at me. She pulls her lips in before she speaks. “I’m sorry to say this, Alexis, but we’re letting you go.”

“Letting me go where?” I ask.

She stares at me blankly. “From the company.”

“Wh-what?” I stammer and lean forward in my seat. “Why? I was told I’d be hired on full-time after a year as a temp employee.”

Janet shakes her head. “I’m afraid that’s not going to be the case. The company has decided to outsource our contractor work.”

My eyes widen in disbelief. “But it’s already outsourced. To me.”

“And they’re going to outsource it further, as in, not on this continent anymore. I’m sorry, but budgets were slashed again, and cuts had to be made somewhere.” Janet keeps looking over my shoulder, her eyes like a pendulum, thanks to that damn clock I can hear ticking behind me. She wants to put this formality behind her and start her weekend.

“Okay,” I say. “Do I get some sort of severance package?” I’m actually not even sure what that is, but I heard it on an episode of The Office.

“No,” Janet says slowly, as if speaking to a child. “You’re a contract employee, so you aren’t entitled to any benefits.” She clears her throat and starts to stand. “I’ll need you to clean out your desk and hand over your employee badge.”

I look down at the badge clipped to my shirt. It has a red border around it, not green like the permanent employees’ badges. “Alexis Spencer” is in bold black letters beneath a photo of me dressed in my best and grinning ear to ear. It was taken my first day on the job.

“Can’t I keep it?” I ask, rubbing the hard plastic. “As a keepsake.”

Janet extends her hand, palm face up. “No. For security reasons, you can’t keep it.”

I sigh, slowly unclipping the badge from my shirt to relinquish it. My fingers clamp down, holding it for an extra second or two before she rips it away.

Janet retrieves a cardboard box from behind her desk and places it in front of me. “I’ll walk you to your cubicle now, so you can collect your things.”

Begrudgingly, I get to my feet and pick up the box. “I don’t need to be walked to my desk,” I say, but my voice cracks, betraying my bravado.

She gives me a stern look. “It’s company policy, Alexis.”

Rules that don’t make any sense are always called policies. Defeated, I follow her out of her office and down the hallway. She glances back at me as we walk like I’m some sort of criminal she needs to keep an eye on.

“I’ll be right here if you need anything,” Janet says, stopping just outside my tiny, dark cubicle.

Minutes ago, these three small walls seemed like my haven, a sanctuary that would lead to greater things. Now, it’s just an open casket for my hopes and dreams. I scan my desk and realize everything, except for Sucky the succulent, belongs to the company.

“Well, I guess I didn’t really need the box,” I say, reaching for the plant. I accidentally knock it over instead, sending dirt flying all over my former desk. “I stand corrected.”

Moments later, Janet closes the building door behind me, quickly locking it like I’m going to barge back in, and waves me off from behind the glass. I walk the busy streets of Chicago, holding the cardboard box that’s far too large for such a tiny plant.

People pour out of high-rise buildings in the Loop, hurrying to beat traffic and get home to start their weekends. Without a job, what is a weekend? Just an end? Because I’m not going to have anything to do during the week now. I take a deep breath of that crisp city air—a combination of bus diesel, meaty hotdogs, and halal carts. Car horns and sirens blare in the distance, a staple of any major metropolis. It’s mid-October and rather chilly here as the wind turns colder and colder coming off of Lake Michigan. I set the box down and slip on my jacket, affording myself a layer of protection that Sucky must go without. The plant rolls around as I pick it back up. It’s surely not going to survive this, and I’m not sure I am either.

My phone vibrates, and I dig it out of my purse. It’s Andrew.

“Hello,” I answer in my cheeriest voice.

“Alexis? What’s wrong?” he asks.

We’ve known each other for fourteen years, so he’s well aware that I’m not a cheery person, especially after a long day of work. He and I were friends before we were partners. We dated for six months when we were younger, but the timing wasn’t right, and we went back to being friends—the best of friends, the kind of friends who secretly love one another but are too scared to admit it out of fear of losing the other person. But eventually, Andrew and I got over our fears, we found our way back to one another, and we’ve been together ever since. I think we’d be married with kids by now, but I’m what you’d call “not the easiest person to love.” My words, not his.

“Nothing. I just finished up with work, so I’m walking home now,” I say, leaving out the part about my work being finished forever.

A jogger bumps into my shoulder, nearly knocking the box out of my hand. I stop myself from yelling at him because I know if I do I might just break down completely.

“Oh, okay. Great. Are you excited for our special date tonight?” Andrew asks.

I throw my head back and look up, silently groaning at the sky. That’s the last thing I want to do right now.

“I am,” I lie, trying to sound excited.

“Perfect. I’m leaving the office early, so I should be home soon. Love you,” he says.

I can practically hear him smiling through the phone, and I wish I could match his enthusiasm. But that’s just not who I am. It never has been, minus those fleeting moments of happiness today before everything came crashing down on me. I should have known not to get my hopes up, because it never ends well.

I’ve tried to be an optimistic person; I really have. But it’s impossible. Actually, it’s biology. I looked it up once. It’s an old defense mechanism. Humans were wired to see the worst in things in order to protect them from potential danger, like a tiger hiding behind a suspicious-looking bush. Sure, there’s been evolution and whatnot since then, but I didn’t seem to evolve like Andrew did. I still tap into a more primal version of myself, and even reading twenty self-help books on positivity couldn’t do the trick. If anything, they made me more of a pessimist.

“Love you too.” I end the call and stand on the curb watching cars pass by in both directions. I already know our special date isn’t going to happen tonight, and I know this because I know me.
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Dressed in a pair of plaid pajamas, I’m lying in bed, munching on a bag of SkinnyPop. I’m not even sure why I buy this brand. Yes, it’s low in calories, but I end up eating the whole bag anyway, which is significantly larger than a regular bag of popcorn, so really, I’m just missing out on a bunch of delicious butter. I toss another handful in my mouth, joining the half bottle of a Paso Robles cab sloshing around in my belly. The other half is waiting for me in the kitchen, chilling in the fridge, just the way I like it.

The front door of our apartment opens and closes. I swallow hard and keep my eyes on the television set on the long dresser, bracing myself for the interaction to come. The Bachelor is playing out before me but its drama is about to be dwarfed momentarily.

“Alexis, I’m home. Are you almost ready?” Andrew calls out. “I just need to change quick, and then I’m good to go,” he adds as his footsteps echo down the hall.

A moment later, our bedroom door swings open. Andrew stands there dressed in a suit and tie with a pair of tortoiseshell glasses perched on the bridge of his nose.

“What are you doing?” He furrows his brow, checking the time on his watch. “We have to leave in less than thirty minutes.”

“I’m not feeling well,” I say, sipping my wine.

Andrew’s eyes widen as he drags a hand through his hair. It’s mocha brown and stands at attention, thanks to the overpriced clay he rubs into it every morning. Only a few strands are out of place from a long day of work and his commute home.

“If you’re not feeling well, why are you drinking wine?” He gives a disapproving look at the glass, clutched in my hand.

“It calms me,” I say, returning my attention to the television screen.

Andrew crosses the room and sits next to me on the bed. “What’s going on, Alexis?” He pushes a strand of hair out of my face and tucks it behind my ear.

I refuse to meet his gaze, because I know if I do, I might fall apart—my mask slipping right off.

He plucks the remote from the bedside table and points it at the television, muting it. “I know something’s up. Why don’t you just tell me, so we can talk about it.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” I say, scooching out of bed right around him and setting off toward the kitchen with my now-empty wineglass in hand. The Chicago skyline is lit up through the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room: a million bright lights set against the black night. When Andrew and I first moved in, I was in awe of the sight, and I told myself I’d never take it for granted. But you can get used to anything, I’ve learned. Even the most spectacular things.

Andrew trails behind me, still pressing. “You’re not fooling me with this blasé routine. I’ve known you too long.”

He’s not going to let this go, but my obstinance and resolve are almost perfectly unshakable.

“I just don’t feel like going out. That’s all.” I pull open the refrigerator, grab the bottle of wine and dump the rest of it into my glass. It’s nearly to the rim. The perfect pour.

“Come on, Alexis. I made these plans months ago.”

“So, I made up my mind an hour ago.” I gulp the wine, downing a third of it in an instant. Immediately, my core is warm, and I feel more relaxed.

“You’re being unreasonable, so something clearly happened. What is it?” His voice is calm but now edged with frustration. He’s not like me in that sense—I am, without fail, emotional and impulsive in almost all situations. We’re actually different in every way. Where my hair is blond, his is dark. Where my eyes are light green, his are a deep chocolate brown. Where my stature is petite, his is towering. Where my outlook on life is pessimistic, his is optimistic. Opposites attract, or so they say.

“Nothing happened. I’m just not in the mood to go out.” I shrug.

I have a very peculiar conflict style, the only thing for which I credit my communications degree: avoidance meets quick-to-anger rashness. I also learned it’s not healthy, but that was where the education stopped. I’ve defined it and identified it, and I’ve learned to live with it.

“Alexis, I got us reservations to Alinea,” he says, a smile growing across his face. “We’ve been wanting to go to there for forever. That’s the special date I planned.”

He’s expecting me to do a one-eighty and jump for joy, but I’m still not in the mood. Besides, a several-hours-long tasting menu with pretentious tiny portions is his thing, not mine. I mean I do enjoy seeing how happy he is trying each dish and describing all the flavors I’m unable to pick out, but I can’t do that tonight, because I’m not happy.

“Well, we can go another time.”

“You know how long it takes to get a reservation there. Please, for me. Can you just pull yourself together?” His eyes plead with mine.

Self-destruction, begin activation, a tiny voice inside my head says. I gulp my wine again, fuel for the little whisper. “Why don’t you just go by yourself if it means that much to you. Or better yet, take another girl.” I narrow my eyes.

“What?” Andrew gives me a wild look, which pairs well with my outrageous statement. “Where the hell did that come from?”

I don’t respond because I don’t have an answer for him. It was just the most ridiculous thing I could think of in the moment.

He closes his eyes and rubs at his forehead. “Fine. I’ll cancel the reservation, if that’s what you want,” Andrew says, undoing the cuffs of his white button-down and rolling up his sleeves.

“That’s exactly what I want.” I raise my chin, ignoring his dismay.

“Okay,” he says with a heavy exhale as he tugs his tie loose. “So, what would you like to do instead?” His eyes flick to the cardboard box set on the kitchen table, the one Janet gifted to me earlier today.

Shit, I forgot to toss that. That is the last thing I want to talk about. I’m not a person who works through things. I work around them.

Andrew crosses the room and picks up my decrepit succulent. My mind suddenly flashes back to the exact memory of him gifting me the little plant.

Andrew beamed as he handed it to me. He had come home early from work when he heard I’d finally landed a job after almost a year of searching. I mean, it was a temporary position just like the previous one, but this one came with the opportunity to become a full-time permanent position. When I held it in my hands, I looked at that fleshy little plant and remember thinking quite a few things.


	It was the sweetest thing anyone had ever gotten for me.

	I couldn’t believe he entrusted a living thing to me.

	That succulent connected me to success, a job, and Andrew, and as long as I could keep it alive, I would have all three.



The memory fades away quickly as I recall that Sucky didn’t survive the trip home, which is fitting since success and a job both perished as well today.

“Hey, this is the plant I got you. What happened to it?” Andrew looks to me, slightly frowning. “Did … did you lose your job?”

My cheeks redden to the shade of the cabernet I’m drinking. “It’s none of your business.” I narrow my eyes again, meeting his incredulous gaze.

“We’re partners, Alexis, so I would say it is my business, and you don’t have to be so combative. Just tell me what happened?”

“What happened is what always happens. The universe shits all over me. You know how my life is … It’s shit. Always has been, always will be.”

“Not this again,” he groans.

Self-destruction activated, the tiny voice says.

“Oh, screw you!” I yell as I stomp off toward the bedroom and flip my wispy hair. Yep, I’m always one for the dramatics, the bigger the reaction, the better. Had there been a small end table or standing fan in my path, I would have certainly knocked it to the ground to further punctuate my anger.

“You know what, Alexis?”

“What, Andrew?” I spin around, facing him. The wineglass is already at my lips, right where it belongs.

His shit-brown eyes widen. “You need to grow up!” he says.

Typically, when I wasn’t mad at him, I’d say his eyes were like milk chocolate or some other brown-colored, pleasant thing. But not now. Right now, his eyes are shit.

I lower the glass. The crimson-colored wine leaves its mark on my sharp tongue, ready to draw blood.

“I’m in my thirties. I’m as grown as I’ve ever been, thank you very much.”

“Alexis, look at yourself.” He points at me, as if I don’t know who I am. “You just lost your job. You have the worst attitude of anyone I’ve ever met about absolutely everything in life, and you’re so stuck in the past you can barely exist in the present. Your life isn’t what it is because the universe is out to get you or you’re unlucky. It’s what it is because you never took responsibility for it, for any of it.” He draws in a long, deep breath.

I’ve never seen him this angry before. Our fights are usually like the flame of a candle: small and easily extinguished. But this one is epic by comparison and it feels like it’s still building.

His turd eyes burn with dejection, staring so deep into mine that I have to look away for a second. It’s as if he’s preparing for a showdown: bull, meet matador.

I lock eyes with him and tip the wineglass back, pouring copious amounts of liquid courage down my throat that I’m sure will ferment and digest into regret. It provides me with a small amount of time to think of something clever or mean to say in response. I haven’t decided which route I’ll take. A few drops slither out from my lips, dribbling onto my pajama top. I wipe the drops away with my other hand and silently curse the stained fabric that makes me look like more of a mess than I already am.

Okay yes, I do always blame my shortcomings on a lack of luck or on my shitty past. Andrew knows me better than I know myself—although I would never tell him that. Since he’s been in my life for so long, he had the “pleasure” of knowing my college party-girl self, who did what she wanted, when she wanted, and didn’t give a damn about anyone else. I blame her for my current life.

See, eighteen-year-old me lived by a number of “inspirational” quotes, except she used them to rationalize her failures, her laziness, her shortcomings, and essentially everything that went wrong in her life, instead of trying to actually, ya know, be better. Some of those words she lived by included:

“Everything happens for a reason.”

“It will all work out in the end.”

“If it’s meant to be, it will be.”

“Things go wrong so you can appreciate them when they’re right.”

“Everything is okay in the end. If it’s not okay, then it’s not the end.”

“Whatever will be, will be” (and when she was feeling festive, “Que será, será”).

As it turns out, inspirational quotes can be quite discouraging and uninspiring when taken out of context and placed in the wrong hands. Those “words to live by” were my “words to hold responsible.” It was just so much easier to blame the universe rather than myself for my problems, and I still tend to do that, but not to the degree my former self did. I’m like a jigsaw puzzle that someone got bored with and decided not to finish putting together.

Shit. Andrew’s still staring at me, and I’m now sucking at an empty wineglass. How long have I been standing here drinking air?

“Well, are you going to say something?” His patience with me has clearly worn thin as he folds his arms across his chest and stares me down.

I set the glass on the bedside table and retake my position in front of him, poker-faced. “Yeah, I’m going to say something.”

Silence fills the room. I don’t know what to say because, well, wine. But I’m not going to lose this battle. Think. Think! I probably should apologize and drop the whole thing—tell him I was just feeling down but doing something together is exactly what I need and that I love him very much—but … that’s not really my style. I enjoy getting the last word in, even if the last word is completely wrong, entirely moronic, and wholly untruthful.

“Then say it.” He tightens his jaw.

I try to stand a bit taller, faking self-assurance. “If that’s what you think of me, then I don’t think we should be together.”

“Really?” He uncrosses his arms and takes a half step toward me, his eyes searching mine. “Is that what you really think?”

“Yes, it is. You want to stand here and judge me like I’m some awful person who’s holding you back. Well, you’re the one dating me, so what does that say about you? Or maybe I am the way I am because you make me so damn miserable!”

That’s a complete lie. The truth is Andrew doesn’t make me miserable. He’s actually the best thing in my life. He’s the reason I’m slightly less intolerable now than I used to be. Without him, I’d be worse off, if that’s even possible. I definitely wouldn’t have a place to live without him. I’m unemployed, broke, and generally a downer to be around. But in heated moments where getting the upper hand is at stake, you have to say awful things you don’t really mean. Ya know, go for the emotional kill shot. That’s just how relationships work.

“Thank you.” He relaxes his shoulders and deeply exhales through his nose as he closes his eyes. When they reopen, I notice there’s a sheen to them. Andrew turns from me and leaves the bedroom without another word.

“For what?” I ask, confused as I’ve never gotten a response like that before. I follow him, calling his name, hoping he was thanking me for pointing out something insightful and that his gratefulness isn’t sarcasm.

He pauses at the front door, grabs his coat from the hook and slips it on. “Thank you for stopping me from making the biggest mistake of my life.” He hangs his head and then slides a small blue box from his coat pocket. Not just any blue, the most beautiful blue in the whole world—Tiffany blue. Andrew flips it open, revealing a sparkly diamond ring that puts the Christmas lights hanging from our balcony—which I have yet to take down—to shame. It’s close to Christmas now anyway, so it really doesn’t make sense to put them away.

Before I can say “Yes,” he snaps the box closed. It makes that noise, that beautiful clap with an echo, like in Pretty Woman, but unlike Richard Gere, he’s not kidding.

I look up at him, tears brimming my eyes. “You … you were going to propose?” My lip quivers. I try to stop it, but I’ve hit that level of overwhelming sadness. First, you lose control of your facial muscles. Then, your breaths come fast and deep, almost like strained, raspy hiccups—so embarrassing. Next, your face crumples up like a piece of cheap aluminum foil, regardless of the amount of Botox you’ve had injected because that sadness is deeper than paralysis.

His eyes fill with tears as he tries to hold back his disappointment. “I was. That’s why dinner was so important. It had nothing to do with the restaurant or the pretentious meal. It was about you. It’s always about you.”

I reach my hand out, but he doesn’t grab for it and without any support, it falls back to my side.

Oh my God! What did I do? I always mess everything up. I could be taking helfies (hand photos) of my gorgeous ring right now and uploading them to every social media platform available, showing the world I’m not a loser, that someone out there likes it enough to put a ring on it, and that I’m worthy of love and commitment. But no—instead, I’m standing here watching my whole relationship disappear faster than the wine bottle I just put away.

“I love you, Alexis,” Andrew says with complete and utter sincerity.

“I love you, too.” I reply quickly before he can get in a but or some other dumbass conjunction that will clash with his affection for me.

“But …” he says.

Damn it. There it is.

“Loving you isn’t enough anymore. It’s just not. I love you with all my heart, all my being, and all of my existence, but it’s not enough. How can I plan a future with you when you’re so stuck in the past that you can’t even see one for yourself?” He pulls his lips in.

I’m not sure if the question is rhetorical, but I need to answer it. The tears are escaping from my eyes faster than I can wipe them away. “Andrew, I …” I try to get the words out, but they’re lodged in my throat.

“I know.” He slips the box back into his breast pocket. “I love you, Alexis, but I’m leaving you.”

What did I do? Andrew is my everything. This can’t be it. We can’t be done. I thought this was just another silly battle, but it was the war.

I grab his arm as he turns to reach for the door handle and drop to my knees, pleading and begging for the first time in my life. “Please! Don’t do this, Andrew. I love you so much it hurts,” I sob, holding on to him, but he pulls away and leaves without another word. I sink to my knees, weeping uncontrollably.

There it is: rock bottom. I’ve officially hit it.
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Somehow, after what seems like a lifetime of ugly crying, I pick myself up off the floor and stumble into the kitchen, grabbing another bottle of wine. I pop the cork and drink straight from the bottle because that’s what you do in these situations, cut out the middleman. If I had any ice cream, I’d surely be packing my face with that right now too.

Wandering aimlessly around the apartment, it feels foreign now, since just like my office cubicle, it’s no longer mine. Me and my bottle of wine end up in the walk-in closet off the second bedroom, hand in hand as we explore the ruins of our former love nest. The closet is a mess of papers and jumbled boxes ready to topple off every shelf—all of them mine. It’s the physical representation of my life. With the door closed, it appears put together, but step inside, and you learn the truth.

“Everything happens for a reason,” I repeat to myself through gasping sobs. “In the end, everything will be all right. If it’s not, then it’s not the end.”

The box on the top shelf, labeled College Memories, catches my eye, and I reach for it, because that’s where it all went wrong for me. It crashes to the ground, the contents spilling out on the floor like vomit: photo albums, shot glasses, CDs, T-shirts, and journals. Hugging the wine bottle to my chest, I plop down in the middle of the mess and pluck a random album from the pile.

Flipping through the pages of photos nestled in their plastic sleeves, I try to recall a memory from each one, but I can’t—because they were all taken when I was drunk or at least well on my way. I barely recognize the girl in the photos, the girl I was: an eighteen-year-old, size four, dressed in skintight, barely-there party-girl outfits, sporting heavy eye makeup and long blond extensions that stretched past the small breasts she prayed every day would grow. Eyes bloodshot and faded, staring out to where she thinks the camera is. Just a young, naive, reckless girl without a clue.

Now in my thirties, I dress somewhat appropriately, at least most of the time. I’m now a size ten-ish, but I’m prone to lie about that, claiming to be an eight or sometimes even a six if I’m dehydrated. I’ve traded the extensions for a more sensible lob. My makeup is subtle and works to highlight the features of my face, rather than create new ones. My clothes are modest, with room for my organs to expand and move around. My breasts have grown several cup sizes, thanks to Dr. Kerson. Apparently, God doesn’t listen to prayers for larger breasts. But plastic surgeons do; they just need the correct offering.

I take another swig of wine, continuing to scan over the album. In one picture, I’m on my knees—my head tilted to the ceiling, a thick clear tube perched between my lips. A red funnel at the other end is being filled to the brim with some disgusting swill of Milwaukee’s Best Light or Hamm’s or whatever the cheapest beer was at the time. In another, a couple of blotto frat guys hold my legs up in the air, while my hands grip the sides of a beer keg. I’m wearing a denim miniskirt that thankfully a random girl is holding in place, denying the crowd a free show—classy. In yet another photo, I’m clutching a shot glass and posing with a group of fellow college kids I no longer recognize. They were probably my best friends that evening, as all people you meet during a drunken escapade are. Solving the world’s problems one pull of tequila at a time.

I always wished that my college memories would outlast my student loan payments, but with twenty-two thousand dollars in debt remaining, I don’t think that’s going to happen.

A few photos later, I recognize the group of three girls I’m standing shoulder to shoulder with huddled in front of a beer pong table. I’m in the middle, wearing a crop top I cut up myself and tight low-rise jeans that are two sizes too small. I’m not actually drunk in this picture. Buzzed, yes. Soon to be drunk, undoubtedly. But not drunk yet. I’m smiling, my long blond hair has perfect ringlets, my makeup looks freshly applied, and my eyes aren’t glazed over. This one is a rarity, the Mona Lisa among my photo collection.

Katie stands beside me, several inches taller. Her shoulder-length, no-nonsense haircut fits her, as she was the mom of our group. She was always there to hold my hair back and make sure I didn’t asphyxiate on my own vomit or die of alcohol poisoning. Without Katie, I wouldn’t have made it past twenty years old. She got me through a lot of dark and difficult times—times that are partly to blame for why I am the way I am. After college, she and I grew apart as most people do. According to Facebook, she’s married and working as an emergency room doctor at a hospital in Chicago. I never even got a job that requires the college degree I went so deeply into debt for. And now, I’ll probably never get married, as earlier events this evening have shown.

Like Katie, I also moved to Chicago but not for some fancy career. I came here for Andrew. He had gotten accepted to the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University, and after graduating with an MBA, he was recruited by Bain’s Chicago office for something to do with consulting. I’m not really sure what his job entails, but he makes a lot of pretty PowerPoint decks and says “EBITDA” and “private equity” a lot.

I know what you’re thinking—he’s quite the catch. How did someone like me keep someone like him around for so long? Maybe the seventy percent travel and minimum of sixty-hour work weeks made the heart grow fonder, but my guess is he thought I was a diamond in the rough that needed time to develop. As it turns out, I was actually just a dirty rock he was endlessly polishing.

I set the half empty bottle of wine aside, and peer at the face of my former self. “Damn you,” I say as I flip off the girl in the photo. Sliding it from its sleeve, I bring it closer to my line of sight.

My eyes scan to the right of the photograph, and I smile, seeing Nikki standing beside me in a fit of laughter, her mouth wide open. Nikki and I were best friends, roommates, and partners in crime (meaning we always partied together). We’re still friends to this day, and by that, I mean Facebook friends that occasionally like each other’s posts and never miss out on writing “Happy birthday!” on each other’s social media pages. She’s married with kids now. Having a family of her own was what she had always wanted, and she got it.

I examine the last person in the photo: Claire. Perfectly poised, her deep brown hair is full of thin caramel highlights, stopping just below her large, natural breasts. Claire was supremely average in every single department, except for her looks. I mean, she had it all: big lips, high cheekbones, an hourglass shape, and large emerald eyes. She even made most girls drool. She was in college for one thing—her M.R.S. degree. But not just any M.R.S. degree—she planned to major in trophy wife. I received a save-the-date from her several weeks ago. Written in black flowing cursive letters on a piece of thick and expensive-looking paper were the words “Save the Date for the Wedding of Dr. Jon Ashford and Claire Denton.” Only Claire would include the title of Dr. in her save-the-date.

I actually bumped into her a few months ago (which is probably the only reason I received a save-the-date, because we hadn’t kept in touch). But she gushed while filling me in on her whirlwind romance. She had met Dr. Jon Ashford while waitressing at a high-end restaurant, and in a stroke of serendipity, a week later, Claire was rushed to the hospital after being struck by a car. Guess who ended up being her doctor? None other than Dr. Jon Ashford. What are the odds?

Well, for any normal person, one in a billion—but for Claire, one in one and a half. I have a hunch that she intentionally got hit by a car right in front of the hospital he works at. It sounds like an irrational thing to do, but the Claire I knew would. One broken leg, a minor head injury, and a few fractured ribs for the chance to marry a doctor? She’d make that trade any day.

As I look at the faces of my friends, frozen in time, I realize they each got essentially everything they wanted in life: a husband, a family, a successful career, and the status of a trophy wife. It all just worked out for them. And then there’s me, well, her. I glare at that eighteen-year-old girl I don’t even recognize anymore and flick the photo away to stop myself from ripping it apart.

That selfish bitch took everything from me: Andrew, my future, my career, everything. Eighteen-year-old me only cared about the present. She had no regard for me, well, the me I am now. I wish she would have taken things seriously, tried harder, partied less, and given my future a fighting chance. Things would have been different if she would have just taken responsibility for her own life, because now it’s mine, and let me tell you, it sucks.

She was so selfish, short-sighted, and ignorant—and yet she thought she knew it all. She honestly thought that one day things would be exactly how she had always pictured they’d be. She thought this perfect ending she dreamed of would require little to no effort on her part, because life is supposed to work out. Right? Can’t good and amazing things happen to people just because? No. She was so, so wrong and now I have to deal with the consequences. She had all the fun, and I have all the burdens.

I don’t realize I’m crying again until a teardrop splashes onto the photo album resting in my lap. I reach for an old rolled-up college T-shirt and pull it toward me. It unravels, a full bottle of cheap vodka rolling out of it. I remember where it came from immediately. My friends had bought it at a flea market from a Ukrainian woman after my mo—

No. I’m not gonna think about that now. Today’s been hard enough, and I don’t need yet another reminder of how shitty my life has become. The vodka label is mostly peeled off, minus a graphic of a circle with four black dots equally spaced around the perimeter. Each dot has a line connecting to a fifth black dot in the middle of the circle. A Post-It note taped just below the label reads,

Dear Lexi, we’re so sorry, and we love you so much. The woman we bought this from told us this was specially distilled and blessed by her. She said, “Drink to forget. Drink to repeat,” whatever that means. It was hard to understand her but we hope this helps take the edge off.

Love,

Katie, Nikki, and Claire.

Unscrewing the rusty cap, I raise the bottle of vodka to the album of photos.

“Here’s to you, ya dumb bitch. I wish that I could make you better, that I could go back in time and fix every mistake you ever made, because you ruined us.” I tip the bottle back and swig, the room-temp vodka burning as it rakes its way down my throat. I pull it from my lips and gasp for air. Once composed, I swig again …

And again.

And again.
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I lift my head from a lumpy pillow, immediately realizing that it’s not mine. Yellow-tinted sheets that reek of sweat and beer are cocooned around my achy body. My head is throbbing, and my eyes are covered in a thick coat of mascara and gunk. I groan and pull myself into a seated position, quickly yanking the sheets off.

“Oh, thank God,” I sigh with relief, seeing that I’m fully dressed in straight-leg Abercrombie jeans and a white long-sleeved top. I don’t remember putting them on, but at least I’m wearing clothes. That’s one good thing, but where the hell am I, and whose bed is this? Also, where’s my purse? Or my phone? Or my shoes, for that matter?

Searching under the bed for my belongings, I find a pair of women’s underwear that isn’t mine, an open box of condoms, dirty socks, and balled-up boxers. I groan and get to my feet, surveying my surroundings. The walls are splattered with posters of half-naked women—Tara Reid in a bikini, Christina Aguilera in a still shot from her “Dirrty” music video, and Britney Spears dripping with sweat from her “I’m a Slave 4 U” video. Pretty outdated, if you ask me, but whoever lives here clearly has a type. I pace the room, my bare feet slapping against the scuffed-up hardwood floor.

Andrew is going to be so pissed at me. Wait, does he even have a right to be mad? He’s the one who ended things, so it’s really none of his business what I do anymore. And since we’re broken up, it wouldn’t be considered cheating, right? Ugh, I sound like Ross from Friends. I’m the we-were-on-a-break person.

But wait—did I even cheat? I’m fully dressed, I woke up alone, granted in someone else’s room, definitely a guy’s room, for that matter. I’d say I’m youngish, wild, and free—if I had a clue as to where I am, what I did last night, and where all my stuff is. This is not like me at all, at least not anymore. Ten years ago, sure. But nowadays I much prefer a night in with a bottle of wine. That way I know exactly where I’ll wake up.

Loud yells and grunts coming from downstairs shoot right up through the floorboards, startling me back to reality. Okay—so I’m not alone.

I slink over to the mirror hung on the back of the door, careful not to step on anything, and do my best to smear last night’s makeup into place. Finger-combing my hair, I transform the rat’s nest into a somewhat sleek lob and push my breasts up into their store-bought position. Giving myself a once-over, I frown at the sight of yellow and red stains on my white T-shirt. My God, I hope that’s ketchup and mustard or beer and wine. I
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