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      I'm 34 years old.

      How did I get here?

      It's all I can think as I stare at the walls.

      It's a part time job at minimum wage. It's not enough to put a real roof over my head-- not that my credit score is high enough to qualify for a place of my own anyway-- but it keeps gas in the tank and I can finally afford groceries.

      A year ago I would have walked off this job.

      Hell, a year ago I never thought I'd be in a position to need this job. Let alone that I'd be so grateful for it that I'd be standing here with a garden hose and a bottle of bleach, swallowing my pride and holding my nose as I prepare to clean human feces off the walls of a gas station bathroom.

      How the fuck did I get here?

      Luckily the bathrooms are in a separate building on the far side of the parking lot. The whole place is designed so I can just open up the hose and squirt the walls down. By the time I get to scrubbing the walls with bleach, the worst part of the job is over.

      And at least it gets me out of the store and away from the register; away from the customers, away from my catty co-workers, and away from the boss.

      Like I said, I never would have guessed life would ever deal me a blow so hard that I'd be grateful to be out here cleaning this mess up for $8.25 an hour.

      Opening the spray nozzle on the hose to full blast, I let loose with the high pressure spray and do my best to avoid any back splash.

      Staying out of the way of my own thoughts isn't as easy.

      A year ago I had everything. I lived in a small but beautiful home in a nice neighborhood. I had my own bakery on a busy corner of our downtown district that was just starting to run in the black after three years of hard work. I drove a perfectly acceptable mid-sized sedan and I was wearing a diamond ring that wasn't going to get any attention at the country club but I wasn't a member of the country club anyway.

      I didn't care that the house was a bedroom shy of being "bougie" enough to compete with the soccer mom crowd. I didn't care that my Toyota didn't give me the street cred that the BMW that belonged to the real estate agent next to the bakery had. I didn't care that the simple gold band with the quarter carat diamond wasn't the jewel-encrusted platinum band with the showy center stone that I had lusted for since high school.

      I cared that life was good and I was happy and Brad was going to marry me...someday.

      A year ago my life was good enough that it didn't bother me that the house that Brad and I bought together after our third anniversary was entirely in his name. Even though we'd discussed it prior to getting qualified for the loan and agreed to put the mortgage in both names.

      Somehow, that's not how it went down.

      I knew I had no income to speak of with the new business in its first year. It's not like we were going to qualify for a bigger loan by running my credit too. And my credit cards were all maxed out, partially due to me being the one responsible for all our meals out and date night activities because Brad felt it was fair of me to cover the "fun" stuff while he took care of the rent.

      At the time, that made sense to me too. We'd just moved in together, Brad made more money than I did and we didn't eat out much. It was supposed to be a deal in my favor while I got on my feet, paid off my car, and worked to save some money for the bakery that was still in the planning stage at that point.

      It wasn't supposed to be a permanent arrangement, we were supposed to reassess the division of financial responsibilities after a year or so.

      Instead, as my finances stabilized with a raise and a paid off car loan, Brad started delegating more and more "fun" expenses to me...and my credit cards.

      At first that was fine. Rent for our old house was still more than we spent on dinners and movies and I had no problem keeping on top of my credit card payments and still putting away a little in savings every month.

      But then I got laid off unexpectedly. Unemployment took 3 months to kick in and it was only 60% of what I'd been making at the office anyway.

      Savings got eaten up by my share of the household bills; utilities and cable and stuff that still had to get paid whether I was working or not.

      Brad was supportive when I decided to make the bakery plan a reality.

      I maxed out a new credit card on the equipment and my credit score fell so I couldn't get the commercial space leased in my name alone.

      Brad came to my rescue. He believed in paying cash for everything he could but he understood the importance of the almighty FICO score. He had one credit card with a low balance and a high limit and a 745 credit score.

      The property owner of my new bakery location gave me a good deal on my first year of rent-- as long as Brad's name was the primary on the lease.

      By the time we bought the house, Brad's debt to income ratio was a dream and mine was a nightmare. Still, we'd agreed that we'd talk to the loan officer about both our credit and put the house in both our names as long as my lower credit score didn't put us in a higher interest rate.

      It was an FHA loan with a guaranteed rate. My credit wasn't great, but it was at a qualifying level at the time.

      Brad just didn't follow through with our plan.

      It was one of those cute little disagreements that all couples have. The one bee in my bonnet that I always came back on whenever we got into an argument.

      Which wasn't very often.

      Like I said-- life was pretty good.

      He always said it wouldn't matter after we got married anyway.

      So I worked my ass off to make the bakery successful, came home and stayed up till 11 o'clock every night with Brad because he said he never got to see me since I left the house at 3:30 every morning-- every morning-- to start baking for the day, and planned our wedding in the nooks and crannies between everything else I had to get done every day.

      And then one day...

      The bathroom walls are as clean as they'll get with just the hose. Which is surprisingly pretty clean-- looking. So I pour bleach into the mop bucket, check my gloves, and start scrubbing.

      Then one day Brad came to meet me for lunch.

      It was a Tuesday.

      He took me to the little sandwich shop 2 doors down from the bakery. Which was weird because he always complained that they were way too expensive for sandwiches and they didn't give free refills on their fountain sodas.

      But there I sat, listening to him talk nonsense while we waited for our number to be called.

      I kept hearing him saying he'd put all my things in a unit but it didn't make sense to me.

      The girl from the kitchen delivered our order on a tray and took the number 29 off our table without speaking to us.

      I watched her walk away, wondering if she knew something I didn't.

      Finally it hit me; Brad was breaking up with me.

      He'd taken the day off to sort through our things and separate them into his and hers piles. He took the hers pile to a storage place for me to pick up when I found a place of my own.

      That was what the little pad-lock key was for that he handed me before he left the sandwich place.

      He actually asked for my house key.

      He didn't think there was any reason for me to come back to the house.

      He said that!

      "I don't really think there's any reason you need to come by the house, I'm pretty sure I got everything."

      He even left the bill for lunch for me to pay.

      Of course, I did go back to the house one more time. Not that night. That night I slept in the small office I had at the bakery. On the floor, under a giant beach towel that I had in the trunk of my car. Too numb to process what had happened and too ashamed to tell a soul.

      Maybe it was a misunderstanding and we'd work everything out before anyone found out. Then we could go on like nothing ever happened.

      Of course, that turned out to be beyond wishful thinking.

      He threw six years of my life in the gutter without a warning. I never saw it coming.

      Just like I never saw the new girlfriend coming. The woman he moved into our house less than a week after he moved me out. I guess he needed to make room for her shit.

      It took me 2 days to tell anyone what had happened. It was the lady who worked at the storage place who had to endure my tale of woe and confusion.

      She listened patiently and clucked sympathetically at all the appropriate spots in my story.

      She told me she thought I'd passed away from the way Brad talked when he rented the space.

      Rat bastard couldn't even tell a total stranger what an asshole he was.

      Just dumped everything I had in the house into a 5 foot by 10 foot storage unit. Didn't even pay the bill for a full year or even 6 months-- Cheryl, the storage manager, was sure to remind me that $75 would be due on the first of the month.

      At least he put the storage unit in my name.

      I slept in my office for 2 weeks.

      The bakery was just beginning to make a profit but my credit was still pretty dismal. I couldn't find an apartment that would lease to me without a co-signer and I didn't have anyone who I could ask to co-sign for me.

      My only real friend in town offered to let me crash in her son's bedroom for "as long as I needed it" but considering that she has 3 children under the age of 10, I'm pretty sure "as long as I need it" roughly translated to a week-- 2 if I really couldn't find anywhere else.

      Turns out-- all my friends were Brad's friends.

      Maybe they all thought Brad was an incredible idiot for breaking up with me and maybe they all thought he was an incredible asshole for the way he did it, but if they did, none of them bothered hitting me up to let me know.

      I was at my wit's end, seriously watching YouTube channels dedicated to urban survival, talking about how to live in your car and still hold down a grownup job on a budget of only a couple hundred dollars a month.

      I could afford a couple hundred dollars a month. As long as it wasn't a couple hundred dollars more a month.

      Luckily--

      I snort sarcastically at the bathroom wall as the word forms in my mind--

      Luckily-- my dilemma of how I was going to manage to find a place to live so I could keep the bakery open took care of itself just as easily as how I managed to move out of my house without Brad having to buy out my half.

      Brad wanted his name off the bakery lease.

      My landlord was willing to rewrite it into my name only, but it meant a rent increase of several hundred dollars a month and an additional security deposit seeing as how my credit wasn't the best.

      I couldn't afford it.

      I scraped together enough money to consult an attorney, hoping that Brad was stuck in the lease for the full term and by that time I should have no problem taking over on my own.

      The goods news was-- Yes, He was stuck in the lease. However, he was not stuck with letting me sublet from him.

      I was assured I had a viable lawsuit but I was also informed that the way it was likely to go down was that we'd both end up retaining attorneys. Our attorneys would write a lot of letters back and forth and, in the end, I had a very good chance of getting to keep my bakery.

      The bad news was-- I'd have to retain an attorney.

      Meanwhile word was getting around about our break up. It's not a big city, people know people and gossip travels fast.

      Which presented yet more problems-- gossip.

      Gossip that I'd been cheating. Gossip that I was frigid. Gossip that I was a lesbian. Gossip that I was  cheating with a frigid lesbian.

      Not a single person who walked into my business asking "is it true?" presented me with any version of the story that involved my fiancé moving me out of his house while I was at work and then breaking
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