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      Alex’s wildly improbable blonde hair was already streaked stress magenta and ill green. And it was only 9:00 a.m.

      Sweat pooled in her armpits as she stared at her boss and ex-fiancé. The three months since their breakup were a blur of vodka and tears, but there was no more denying. Or wishful thinking. The creative conference she’d organized for his marketing firm Klein Strategies might have been a huge success, but that didn’t matter. It had ended a few days earlier, so he had no use for her anymore. As much as Alex had avoided the truth, she knew this was it.

      Finn’s eyes were glued to his phone. Alex saw his leg bouncing up and down. She wanted to vomit. He’d kept her on these past months because she was his best experiential event designer, and she’d been too deep into planning the most exclusive wellness event his firm had ever organized to be successfully replaced. But he’d made her life a living hell by criticizing everything she did, arguing over every decision, or avoiding her altogether. Even her dreams had turned into nightmares about him.

      Now was his chance to finish ruining her.

      Finn looked briefly across the table, then back at his screen. “I have to let you go.”

      The last of Alex’s broken heart fell to the ground. “What?” she spat, a mixture of hangover, bacon burrito, and stomach acid inching its way up her esophagus. The shock of finally hearing the words paralyzed her. She‘d known this would happen, but false hope had been her only friend over the past few months as she struggled to make sense of what he’d done.

      He glanced over her other shoulder. “You’re fired.”

      Alex flinched again, still frozen to her seat. A piece of breakfast swirled in her mouth.

      Finn glanced toward her. “I had no choice.” His perfectly blue eyes and educated British accent cut into her soul and brought up more backwash bacon. “Corporate’s reorganizing. You’re terminated, effective immediately. Human resources will email your severance details.”

      Alex heaved as reality ripped her apart. He was corporate, the asshole. Her regurgitated breakfast burst from her mouth, covering Finn’s desk and any last piece of denial she was trying to hide.

      Finn jumped up. “What the fuck?”

      Alex clamped her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide-open. She fought to keep more semi-digested egg, bacon, and tortilla from spilling out as it seeped through her fingers. Finn had just destroyed her plans, her dreams, her life.

      She looked down, her shoulders slouched, her hand still firmly over her mouth. The ends of her magenta-and-green-streaked hair were splattered with vomit, as was her black Eileen Fisher ballet neck top.

      There was nothing left. Alex heaved again. Everything was gone. At forty-five, how could she rebuild her life and find happiness?

      Finn backed toward his office door. “Steve, get her out.”

      Her now ex-boss and former fiancé retched as he ran from the room. Abruptly, she deposited the last of her hope and breakfast on his desk, creating a pool of rejection and bad decisions.

      “She’s fucking insane,” were the final words Finn uttered as he stormed down the hallway.

      Security guard Steve stepped into the room, his forehead sprinkled with sweat. Gently, he took Alex’s arm and helped her out of the chair.

      Alex fumbled for a tissue as she stared at her parting gift to Finn. Red liquid swirled through the regurgitated mess, creeping across Finn’s papers and antique wooden desk. The misery wine she’d downed the night before. Steve dry heaved as he led her out of her job and once-successful life.

      Between her hangover and shock, everything was a blur. Her work colleagues scurried away like cockroaches. No one said goodbye, and no one would stay in touch. New York City friends could be so fleeting and conditional. In an instant, she’d been erased from a world she’d known for a decade. Another corporate throwaway.

      Somehow, Alex gathered her belongings and was escorted to the midtown-Manhattan lobby. Security Steve left her and her Duane Reade bags at the front doors of the corporate monolith of her now-former life. Alex shivered as she stepped into the frigid February air, her coat half on and scarf askew. So many years wasted in that office building, all for nothing.

      After losing her first love a decade ago out West, Alex had returned to New York, to the familiarity and few friends she had left. She’d needed time to heal and figure out her next steps before moving on. What she hadn’t planned was meeting Finn and falling in love.

      A tear welled up in Alex’s eye. Frozen hearts and replaceable people plagued New York; returning had been a mistake.

      She looked across the street and flinched. The bitter irony. Acht Records, her first career job, had been in that building. The corporate monolith had been a pleasant reminder of what she’d gotten away from. The blood-vessel explosions, the screaming, the insanity the entertainment industry was known for.

      But here she was, twenty years later, the same failure.

      She leaned against the cold marble of the skyscraper and buttoned her coat. Her magenta, green, black, and blue-streaked hair flew wildly about her in a rainbow of rage and despair. She picked up her bags as an Uber pulled to the curb.

      As Alex started for the car, she glanced back at the building. She gasped as Finn walked through the revolving doors. Her bags fell—her spare shoes, makeup, and hand lotion spilling onto the sidewalk.

      She hated herself for loving his perfectly handsome British and New York City kind of look. His early-forties peppered hair, perfect tan, and private-trainer, six-pack body dressed in a designer casual and tightly fitting coat were something most men were afraid to even dream of. She should have known he was too good-looking for her.

      On Finn’s heels was her now-former colleague and ex-friend, Maddie. Alex hadn’t seen her in the three months since the split with Finn. Maddie nearly skipped out the door as Finn put his arm around her petite, twenty-something shoulders.

      When Maddie turned, Alex felt a fist ram into her stomach, knocking the wind out of her. The baby bump was obvious, even through her formfitting puffer coat.

      Although Alex was aware they were having an affair, seeing them together was too real. Knowing they were having a child cut her in half. Her knees buckled. She stumbled backward, her mascara rolling toward the curb.

      Maddie caught Alex’s eye. The ex-colleague smiled with triumphant glee as she held up her perfectly manicured, ungloved left hand and gave Alex a fourth-finger fuck you. A large diamond glistened in the sun.

      Alex gasped again and stumbled back, her hand over her mouth. Her piece-of-shit former friend had stolen her lifelong dream.
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      “Evelyn, it’s over.”

      Super-billionaire Jackson Thomas Wilson, known worldwide as JT, shifted uncomfortably in his chair. The founder of the online shipping and retail giant ShopMe noisily sipped his processed protein shake through a metal straw. His chief of staff usually broke up with his girlfriends, but Sal, his latest therapist, demanded he do it himself.

      JT had agreed to end it by phone. Sal refused texting, and JT refused in person. This was their compromise.

      “I don’t dismiss staff,” JT had said. “I pay people to do that.”

      “Maybe that’s part of your problem,” was the reply.

      A voice brought JT back into the room. “Over? What’s over?” came through his speakerphone in an unnatural, high-pitched tone.

      “Pfffffftttt. Ffffff.” JT knew a bad decision when he made one, and this had been an awful choice. He readjusted himself and squeezed his butt cheeks. “Pffffffffffffffft.”

      He looked at his notes, the ones his therapist had written and therefore approved. The billionaire was told to be nice, to use words Evelyn liked. He tried again and read from his script.

      “I appreciate you, sweetie, and we’ve had some fun, but it’s time to go our separate ways.” JT rolled his eyes and emitted a quick “ffrrrttttt” at his own words.

      “Separate ways?” screeched through the speaker. “Baby, what are you talking about? We’re terrific together.”

      The global kingpin squeezed his ass even tighter, but “phhffrrrttt-phhreeeeeee-pffftt” still escaped. He was a self-made billionaire. He was in charge. He had claimed the idea for an app his colleague had mentioned at a dinner party one night.

      Being a white male in Silicon Valley with an illogical idea, he immediately got funding. He took the millions and created a retail giant. That success led to more investors and more money to build a global consumer goods and shipping empire. JT became a multi-billionaire, so much so he was considered one of the richest men in the world. He was planning on becoming the first trillionaire. Why was he putting himself through an almost-in-person breakup?

      At his six-month personal check-in with his accountant, JT learned he’d spent nearly half a million on Evelyn, including gifts, trips, and dates. A few days earlier, she’d asked for a monthly allowance. If he’d been getting what he wanted, he wouldn’t have cared about the money. But Evelyn’s refusal to play his bedroom games, or even have much sex with him, wasn’t worth his investment.

      “No, Evelyn, we’re not terrific together. Let’s keep this civilized.” Sal had warned him she would protest.

      “I am civilized,” she screeched back. “What are you saying?”

      No one ever spoke back or argued with JT. His face flushed. The familiar, unpleasant gurgling built again in his abdomen. He’d always had bad luck with women; even his wife, Celeste, was in the middle of divorcing him. For all his money and worldwide success, he couldn’t find what he needed. Women only wanted what he had. He took another quick sip of his shake.

      “This isn’t a negotiation. We’re done. I’m sending you a hundred thousand as a thank-you. But you have to sign something first.” JT couldn’t keep his butt squeezed much longer.

      Evelyn’s voice switched from high-pitched to pleading. “Baby, let me come over so we can talk about it. I’ll do anything you want.”

      JT hated weakness, and she was crumbling like a house of cards. He pulled open his desk drawer and grabbed his new stress ball. Another suggestion from his shrink. Furiously, he squeezed and released as a quiet “pfffft” escaped each time his hand relaxed.

      “No. We’re over. What don’t you understand? My lawyer will be in touch.”

      JT sensed Evelyn’s panic turn to ice as it snaked through the phone.

      “Don’t you dare, you inconsiderate prick. How about I tell everyone you fart from your ass and your mouth?”

      As anger boiled in his gut, JT held his butt together with superhuman force. His stomach danced a warning dance. “If you dare say anything about me, I’ll sue. You signed the dating agreement our first night out. And I’ll make sure you’re never invited to an event. Ever. Anywhere. You’ll spend the rest of your miserable life alone. With nothing.”

      “You mother….” were Evelyn’s parting words as JT pounded his speakerphone off.

      He threw the stress ball across his massive office as an explosive “squeeeeeee frrrrrrrt” escaped. It was a wet one. His goddamn doctors and medical researchers had better find a solution to his venting issue or he’d fire them all. Or worse. Ten years of research and all his scientists accidentally stumbled on was a procedure to extract energy from another dimension. And even though the invention would make him billions more, halting his anal expulsions was their top priority.

      “Bret Horowitz is here,” came through JT’s intercom.

      JT leaned back in his chair and groaned. This was all he needed. He sat in his shart and squirmed uncomfortably in the gooey ooze. Even the insulated, ultra-absorbent underpants his product development team had designed for him didn’t always protect him.

      “Make him wait. Get Five in here. I vented.”

      JT ignored the groan that slipped through his intercom. His fifth-ranked and lowest-level assistant, Five of Five, nervously entered the office with an assortment of towels and a black bag. JT kept five assistants on hand, all males and all replaceable parts he never wanted to know.

      “It’s close to a ten,” JT said.

      Five of Five rushed to JT’s closet and pulled out spare underwear and JT’s signature almost-jeans—black pull-on cotton with a touch of spandex pants with a mock fly. JT’s venting was ranked from one to ten, with ten being an all-out fecal explosion. The lowest-ranked assistant was charged with cleaning up all the messes and had to sign multiple nondisclosure agreements before starting the job. Very few made it up the support-staff ladder past number five. Most quit after—or during—their first cleanup.

      All were in fear of losing their careers—or lives—if they ever spoke about what they’d witnessed while working for JT. Several number Fives had disappeared, never to be seen again. They might have gone into hiding or been killed; the uncertainty was enough to keep the staff silent.

      In a flash, Five of Five dashed back to his bag and snapped on rubber gloves. He grabbed a tarp from his supplies and placed it on the floor in front of his boss. The assistant lifted JT from his chair and leaned him against the desk on top of the plastic. He then pulled an extra-large adult body wipe from the bag. In one swift move, Five removed JT’s pants and underwear and cleaned his boss’s ass.

      JT kept his eyes closed during Five’s procedure. The explosions were bad enough, but other people knowing was too much. Especially when it was a wet one. He pretended it wasn’t happening. If his eyes were closed, he could deny everything. JT was the gas in gaslighting.

      In less than the regulation five minutes, Five of Five changed, cleaned, and redressed JT. The assistant gagged as he rolled up the tarp and shoved the soiled mess into a large, extra-reinforced, industrial-strength trash bag and raced out of the room. JT was confident he’d never see him again.

      JT punched his intercom. “Keep holding Horowitz.”

      “Yes, sir,” floated through the phone.

      JT grabbed a key and spun around in his chair. He unlocked the drawer behind him, the one most people believed held his wild-game hunting rifle. But what he had was better.

      The global kingpin reached in and reverently pulled out his black Darth Vader mask and lightsaber. He donned the helmet and stood. He turned on the voice and breathing controls and grabbed his sword. “Pssshhew” filled his ears as the lightsaber glowed.

      “Nnnnnnnnn” idled the sword as JT got into his death stance. He lifted the saber and cut through the air in his office, fighting unseen demons. A satisfying “wooomb, wooomb, wooomb” filled his ears.

      JT sliced through imagined enemies until his breathing was as heavy as the sounds coming from his helmet. He walked into his executive bathroom and looked at himself. He stood as tall as his five-foot-five body would allow and threw back his shoulders, the lightsaber humming at his side.

      “Jackson, I am your father,” growled from behind the mask.

      JT stared at his alter ego. He was invincible. The heavy breathing sounds of Vader filled the room. After several minutes of posing, he took a deep breath. He didn’t want to, but it was time to return.

      “Shwiii-ISHT” filled the air as the billionaire shut down his light sword. He turned off his helmet and removed it. He glanced in the mirror and looked away quickly. The balding, pudgy, middle-aged man with sad eyes who stared back wasn’t him.

      JT sighed and walked to his desk. With every stride, he stepped back into the cutthroat, power-hungry asshole he’d turned into.

      Equipment safely locked away, he hit his intercom button. “Send him in.”

      The black steel doors opened. A briefcase bounced midair into the room. The front was emblazoned with the initials “BH.” As it neared JT’s desk, the case turned to its left. JT’s personal lawyer, Bret Horowitz, appeared in front of him.

      “Just admiring the view,” the two-dimensional lawyer said as he faced JT. His nose and ears sprouted healthy amounts of wiry gray hair while his balding head sported a comb-over of thin, greasy bottle-black strands. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his box of smiles, putting on his wow-look-at-all-you-got semi-smile.

      Emotion back in its box, Horowitz sat down, the tight-lipped line that was his mouth back in place. He set his briefcase on JT’s desk and clicked it open.

      Fresh and clean in his new clothing, JT leaned forward. The memory of what happened had left with his soiled clothes. “What now?”

      “It’s done.”

      Groaning, JT sat back and covered his eyes with his hand. “How much did I lose?” He must have paid off eight to ten women over the past five years. And now his wife, Celeste. What was wrong with them all?

      Horowitz shifted in his seat, his haphazard comb-over sliding down his scalp and onto his forehead. “Nearly half.”

      Blood rushed to JT’s face as he stared into his lawyer’s emotionless eyes. “Half of everything?”

      Horowitz nodded. “Half of everything we didn’t hide.” He ran his hand across his brow, pushing the fallen strands back onto his sweaty scalp. “Celeste has one of the best divorce lawyers in the country, and they went for everything.”

      JT was too angry to fart. “Do something. My lazy-ass ex-wife doesn’t deserve half of everything I earned. It’s my fucking money.”

      “She’s not your ex yet, JT. And it’s not worth it. Your legal bills on top of the settlement would be more than half.”

      JT pounded on his glass desktop, a surprise mini squirt splaying out his ass. Even though he had initially resisted wearing his definitely-not-adult-diaper underpants, with them he could ignore any micro-expulsions.

      “We had a prenup.”

      Horowitz quickly tossed on his sympathy smile. As soon as it landed on his face, it was off and back in his box. “You filed for divorce before the ten-year mark, so you’ll only pay alimony for five years. At least you have that.” He shrugged. “Celeste claimed she didn’t have time to go through the prenup and that you forced her to sign it.”

      JT snorted but kept silent.

      “You’re aware prenups don’t always work,” Horowitz said. “I have the best divorce experts on staff. And they concluded your agreement won’t hold up in court.” The lawyer didn’t bother removing an emotion from his box. “And dating all those women over the past few years doesn’t help. Like that girlfriend, Evelyn, you have now.”

      “She’s gone. Another asshole trying to steal my money. Send her the breakup papers. She’ll sign.”

      Horowitz stuck on and pulled off a satisfied smirk. “At least that’s over. And she didn’t cost much.”

      The lawyer rustled through his briefcase. “You can fight the divorce, JT, but let it go. Just pay. It’ll cost you more to fight than settle.” He looked at his client. “I’m telling you this even though I’d make a fortune off you.”

      “Pfffftt.” JT pulled open his top drawer and grabbed his Stormtrooper PEZ dispenser. “You’ve already made a fortune off me,” he grumbled. He flipped open the helmet and shook a couple antacid pellets into his mouth. He quickly chewed and swallowed, then looked back at his lawyer.

      “That bitch. She only married me for my money. How fucking stupid was I?”

      “It happens. Don’t beat yourself up.” Horowitz pulled a thick stack of papers from his briefcase and placed them in front of JT. “You put everything you could in those overseas accounts. No one knows about them. That’s a couple hundred million. We kept your Swiss accounts hidden. You’re still an extremely wealthy man. Even with the divorce, you’re a multi-billionaire and one of the richest people on the planet.”

      JT glared at his lawyer. “That’s not fucking good enough. Celeste shouldn’t be a billionaire because I’m one.” He picked up the papers. “What’s all this?”

      “The settlement. I can take you through it.”

      JT dropped the pages onto his desk. “No. Just get the fuck out.”

      Horowitz stood, his box of smiles locked away. He pointed toward the six-inch high pile of papers. “Sign where all those Post-its are. Have your assistant make a copy for your records and messenger the original back to me.”

      JT let out an angry “fffffffffppppppppttt” and stared at the pages, ignoring him. He waited until Horowitz and his briefcase left the room.

      He lifted his arms to throw the papers across the office but stopped. It would probably cause another ass explosion anyway. JT sat back in his chair. It was over. He knew a lost cause when he saw one. Nearly ten years living a lie.

      When they’d met, JT was convinced it was love at first sight. He was sure Celeste was the one. His two close friends, his only two friends, had tried to warn him she was after his money, but he didn’t believe them. Rather than face the truth, he’d kicked them out of his life and isolated himself. He brushed off the separate bedrooms, believing Celeste’s excuse that she needed beauty time and space for her clothes. And with their own suites, it was easier to hide his bodily distress from her.

      JT’s innards gurgled as he signed page after page of the divorce settlement. Even though it had bored him, he’d tried the traditional way. He’d tried to make the marriage work and give her what she wanted. No more. Now he would conquer. Business and women.

      When he finished signing, he punched his speakerphone. “One. Get this out of here. And get my acquisitions team. I want to buy something.” JT looked out his window at the surrounding skyscrapers. “Like the biggest casino in Las Vegas. I want to own the biggest fuck-you monstrosity there is.”

      He turned toward his speakerphone. “And fire that useless shrink. Immediately.”
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      If the booze didn’t kill her, the hangover might.

      “Noooooooooo,” Alex groaned as she turned over, her back aching from the soft sofa cushions she refused to replace. Her severance might last a year, but she wasn’t buying anything until money started coming in. Her parents had taught her that.

      She breathed deeply as her heart pounded furiously in her chest. She had passed out on the couch. Again.

      She looked at the mess she’d become. Red wine had left a splattered design all over her shirt. Shards of glass littered the floor. She must have taken her drunken rage out on her wineglass and some framed photos of Finn. She couldn’t remember.

      Alex swung her legs to the floor, carefully navigating the clutter. She glanced around her Jersey City apartment, the one-bedroom she’d rented several months earlier when Finn had broken up with her and kicked her out of their downtown Manhattan condo. Her original plan was to live in Jersey temporarily until she bought her own place in Manhattan, but now that she was also jobless, this would be home for the foreseeable future.

      A month’s worth of post-employment wine and vodka bottles were scattered across the floor. Greasy food delivery containers from the past two weeks covered her kitchen counter, coffee table, and the TV trays she’d placed around the room—furniture she’d found on the side of the street. Repurposing roadside trash was the mark of a true New Yorker.

      Alex gagged as she breathed in souring alcohol and rotting food, her hair a mixture of ill green, stress magenta, and hopeless blue. It reminded her of the last day she’d seen Finn. She heaved again. She already had a doozy of a headache.

      She slid her hands beneath her and pushed herself off the couch, her brain thick with hangover haze. She refused to step on the scale, but her aching joints and general heaviness were warning her she was putting on too much weight. And yoga pants were deceiving.

      She stumbled forward to go to the bathroom.

      “Fuck!” Alex screamed to the walls as she jumped. A large piece of glass stuck out of the bottom of her foot. She yanked it free, ignoring the blood that dripped and mixed with the wine stains that had seeped into the floorboards.

      “This has to stop,” she yelled to the room. Alex steadied herself, willing the nausea away.

      With a grunt, she limped around the mess to the kitchen, her hair streaking blacker by the second. Alex rummaged under the sink, grabbing several heavy-duty trash bags.

      Splotches of blood left a trail behind her as she hobbled back to the living area. “He can fire me. He can fuck me over for someone younger.” She grabbed the first bottle she came to and threw it into the bag. “And he can go fuck himself.”

      Alex forgot her foot as she stormed around the room, leaving more droplets of blood in her wake. She tossed bottles and food containers into the trash bag. When she got dizzy, she stopped and steadied herself. She ignored the tears that rolled down her cheeks.

      “Fuck this. Fuck booze,” she screamed, then looked at her bookshelf. “And fuck you, Finn.”

      Alex grabbed the photos she hadn’t destroyed yet and stuffed them into the trash. She relished the sound of glass breaking as she stomped around, throwing away her leftover food, booze, and soured memories.

      She dropped two full bags of leftover Finn next to the front door and sat down to catch her breath. Her nausea danced in her stomach as she stared at the trash. “You’re where you belong, you piece of garbage.”

      She glanced around her dirty, though somewhat picked-up, apartment and sighed. “Now what?”

      As she stared at the blank walls and nearly empty bookcase, she realized most of the pictures in her apartment had been of Finn or Finn and herself. Even though they’d broken up, she hadn’t been able to say goodbye. Enough, she thought. This has to stop.

      She left two framed photos of her beautiful labradoodle, Tara. Fuckhead Finn had even taken her.

      Alex caught her breath as reality once again exploded inside her. No job, no husband, no kids, no real friends. Nothing. She swallowed her emptiness and the leftover pizza trying to get out. She was nothing. Why was she ever born?

      She stumbled to the door and grabbed
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