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“Let me get this straight. That is to say. You like your job?”

“I do,” Leonard said. “In fact, I think it’s safe to say, I embrace everything about it.”

Bill Bevins slumped in his seat and emitted a long breath. Bill was known to do this a lot. Over frustrations at work. After striking out. But mostly when he talked about working.

“I just can’t think of one thing about my job I really like,” Bill said. “I mean ... it sucks.”

“I’m really sorry you feel that way,” Leonard said. “I mean ... I feel kind of sorry for anyone who hates their work.”

Bill looked at Desiree, who was looking at him with amusement as she nibbled on some fries. “Well?” he asked.

“Well what?” she said.

“Aren’t you going to go on about the malcontent Bill? How I always see the dark side of everything?”

“Sorry honey. Not this time. Been there done that.”

It was lunch time at the Bull and Barrel, a fine June day on a Thursday, their weekly lunch date. 

“If you hate your job Bill, just quit,” she said, looking past Bill at some of the people passing on the sidewalk. They had a table in the shade, a pleasant spot for dining on a warm summer day. The Bull and Barrel sat in the heart of downtown McAllisterburg. It was one of the new eateries springing up all over the downtown. McAllisterburg was riding a small wave of commerce, thanks to the natural gas industry that had overtaken much of central Pennsylvania. 

“There just has to be more to life than going to work and making money and being miserable,” Bill said.

“Like I’ve told you before,” Leonard said. “Find something you like to do.”

“Right,” Desiree said. “You don’t have to stay in real estate.”

Bill took a sip of his diet coke and looked up at the sky. It was a bright sunlit day, without a cloud in the sky, a day to just take off and never come back, Bill thought. The hell with the job and everything else. Who needed it?

“I got bills to pay. Forget it.” Bill said.

“Well there you go,” Desiree said.

“Right. There I go.”

Leonard looked at his watch. “I have to get back to the office,” he said, picking up his briefcase.

“Screw it,” Bill said. “Your boss can do without you. The election isn’t till November.”

“Lots to do dude.” He leaned down and gave Desiree a hug before extending a hand to Bill. “See you next Thursday.”

Bill and Desiree watched Leonard walk off down the sidewalk in his well-pressed dark suit, his hair slicked back, the sunglasses perched atop his head – the very epitome of a young millennial going places.

“He needs to get laid,” Bill said.

“You’re probably right,” Desiree said. “Then again, so do I.”

Bill shook his head and laughed. What happened to that one guy you were going out with? What was his name? Steve?”

Desiree shook her head and smiled. Oh him. Ah hell ... Too much like Leonard. Into his job. Makes love to his iPhone.”

“One of those,” Bill said, rolling his eyes.

At this Desiree looked at Bill and smiled.

“Look. You need to face facts Bill. You need a job. We all need jobs. You think I like what I do? Just being in that office forty hours a week about drives me bananas.”

“There’s got to be another way,” Bill said.

“There is,” Desiree said. “Work for yourself.”

“Oh yeah. Sure. Just like that. Give up the paycheck. Go into debt trying to start a business. You know how many start-ups fail?”

Desiree leaned across the table toward Bill with her chin in her hand and smiled at him. God, how it unnerved him when she did that.

“I know. I’m screwed,” Bill said, throwing up his hands.

A family of four took a nearby table. They looked, Bill thought, to be the model of good middle class life and health. The couple, dressed in summer casual wear, appeared to be in their early thirties, the two kids – a boy and girl – were probably no more than five and six years old. They wore bright-colored soccer outfits on this early summer day. 

Desiree moved her head to the right for him to look at the family now seated just off to her right and behind her.

“Right,” Bill said, rolling his eyes. “Surrender to the American Dream. Love my job. Find a nice girl and just live happily ever after.”

“Not in the cards eh?”

“Not a chance.”
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Back in the office Bill found messages from a couple of clients. A guy named Rodney wanted to take another look at that house he’d shown him last week. Well, that was promising anyway. He could always use a house sale. He needed cash and his rent was already past due. The other message was from Tom. Tom occasionally called him about wanting to find a house, but could never commit to actually going out and looking at properties. They’d set up a day and time, and then Tom would cancel. Now, he was calling again.

In a good month, Bill sold perhaps one house. Often, he went months without any sales. It wasn’t the easiest way to make a living, and sometimes he wondered why in the hell he put himself through it. He’d gotten into real estate because it wasn’t a traditional nine-to-five job. Plus, he couldn’t stand working for newspapers any longer. He’d always wanted to write, but not the news. He hated the evening meetings he had to cover, and of course, the whole business of what he saw as a regular job – reporting to the same place five, six days a week. With real estate, the hours were flexible, and there was no boss watching to see when you checked in. Of course, there was the constant pressure to bring in the money, and that meant finding properties for people and selling them. No easy deal. Sometimes, he had to admit, he missed the regular paychecks that had come with the newspaper job. 

Sammy Slaughter had happily agreed to take on Bill as a broker after Bill had passed the requisite real estate exam. He knew Sammy from high school, a short and chubby affable guy, who went into real estate after dropping out of the local community college more than a dozen years ago. Sammy had easily adopted to real estate. He’d done a bang-up job as a broker before going out on his own and opening his own office right here in the downtown. Some guys, Bill figured, blossom after finding what they were meant to do, and he figured little ol’ Sammy Slaughter was one of those guys.

Sammy poked his head into the tiny office where Bill sat before a computer checking out some more of the emails that had arrived over the lunch hour. “You got a minute Bill?” he asked.

“Sure,” Bill said. He could see Sammy wasn’t smiling. What the hell. Probably some client had backed out on a sale and that was weighing on Slaughter’s mind. Happened all the time.

He followed Sammy down the hall to the small conference room. Bill took a seat at a long table, sitting across from Sammy. He watched Sammy place a briefcase on the table and use his two thumbs to pop it open. He reached for some papers, clicked them on the table and cleared his throat. “Been going over some numbers here Bill. As you probably know, it’s been a while since you sold anything.” 

Bill felt his gut tighten. So that’s what this was all about. Shit. He should have seen it coming. He knew he was going through a slump, but what the hell, he’d had cold streaks before. Happened all the time. Then, next thing you knew, three or four sales came out of nowhere just like that.

“Things have been tough lately,” Bill shrugged. “You know how it goes.”

Sammy looked at Bill and smiled. “I know ... I know. I’ve been there. It can be tough all right. No question about it.”

Bill watched Sammy shuffle the papers before looking past him out the window. The conference room afforded a bird’s eye view of the downtown. It was a changing downtown, with new buildings having gone up since the gas boom. The ten-story gleaming new hotel and convention center had just been completed a block over. 

“The thing is Bill. There’s a lot going on right now. We’re in a buyer’s market.” He looked down at one of the papers. “All my brokers are moving properties but ...”

“But I’m not. Like I said. Just a slump.”

Sammy tilted his head and puffed his cheeks before emitting air. It was a nervous habit of Sammy’s, and it always reminded Bill of a chipmunk. Unlike Bill, who was fastidious about working out, Sammy never exercised. Occasionally, he’d inquire of Bill’s exercise regimen, which amounted to faithfully heading over to the gym three days a week or jogging. “I’d work out too,” Sammy said. “If I could find the time.”

“I’d like to see you move some properties Bill.”

Sammy looked at Bill and smiled. Okay, Bill thought. He’s trying to be a good guy. He needs to have his brokers bring in the money. I understand that.

“I have a suggestion,” Sammy said, still with the smile on his face.

“I’m all ears Sammy. Really.”

“Try to cop a better attitude.”

And now he wasn’t smiling.

“I’m sorry?”

“How can I put this ...” Sammy leaned back in his chair and glanced out the window. Once again, he puffed his cheeks and blew out air. Bill could see this wasn’t easy for him. He looked at Bill. “Smile. Act like you want to be selling real estate.”

“Not sure what you mean.”

“All my brokers ... okay ... most of them. Seem ... well ... happy.”

“Happy?” Oh why couldn’t he think of something clever to say now? Happy. Certainly, a philosopher or one of the many writers he admired had something to say about happiness. Be happy, be successful. God. He hated that mantra. It was a whole movement any more in America. Everyone had to be chirpy as a fucking morning bird anymore to do any job. He thought of his father. Grinding it out as an attorney twelve hours a day, six days a week until he was sixty-nine. They’d never gone anywhere. Not even a few days to the Jersey shore. Mom had stayed home and been a housewife and raised her only child. That was a good thing anyway. Then the old man retired, and they’d fled to Florida. Their just rewards. But hell. At what price? Happy? Shit. Happy was an island in the South Pacific, away from people striving to make ends meet, sipping on a cold strong drink and gazing at the blue ocean. 

“Around this office here, you look miserable half the time Bill.” Sammy assumed a sympathetic look. “I got a pretty strong feeling that translates to missed opportunities.”

Bill looked down at the table top. “Okay. I’ll smile more.”

“My point is ... I don’t think you’re happy doing what you’re doing.”

And now Sammy leaned forward and clasped his hands on the table and grinned. Jesus. He was really smiling now, like someone selling life insurance in a toothpaste commercial.

“How do you feel right now?” Sammy asked, looking into his eyes with a Colgate grin.

Bill shrugged. What the hell, he thought. The little son-of-a-bitch was really throwing him off balance, and he knew it too.

“See what I’m doing Bill,” he said, pointing with a single finger to his upturned mouth and batting his eyes. “I’m smiling.”

“Yeah. You sure are there Sammy.”

“And you feel pretty good right now. Don’t you?”

“Actually Sammy, it’s a little creepy.”

“Aw c’mon Bill. I brought a little sunshine into that dark soul of yours.”

“Maybe a little.” Jesus. What a weird conversation this was turning out to be. Were they done now? 

“What do you like to read Bill?”

“Read?”

“Yes Bill. You were an English major. Right?”

“I read all sorts of stuff Sammy. I used to read a lot of American Literature. I still read plenty of fiction.”

“Fiction?” At this Sammy made a face. “Made up stuff.”

“That’s the essence of fiction Sammy.”

“Happy stories?”

“Sometimes,” Bill said with a shrug. “But not always.”

“Yeah. The last novel I read. Ha. The only novel I think ever read save those books I had to read back in high school, was this story about a corrupt business owner. I think it ended up one of the workers screwed his wife and got his money.” Sammy frowned. “I don’t like stories like that.”

Where is he going with this? Bill thought. “What was the name of the book?”

Sammy shook his head and made a face as if to shoo away the bad reading experience. He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a book. Bill studied the title, How to Use Happiness to your Advantage. Oh God no.

“I think you should read this Bill. It’s really a great little book. Full of advice. Inspirational too.”

Sammy handed the book across the table to Bill.

“I especially like Chapter Six Bill. It really gets into the essence of being happy. But like anything ...” Sammy looked gravely at Bill. “It takes work.”

“Right.”

And now, Sammy shuffled papers and placed them back in his briefcase. “You have anything you want to talk about Bill? Questions about real estate? Any way I can help?”

“I guess not. Like I said. I think I’m just going through a rough patch. Things could pick up. In fact, I’m sure they will.”

Sammy studied Bill for a few moments and then broke into his toothpaste smile. “Remember Bill. Smile.” He pointed with his finger to his gleaming teeth. “It’s the essence of success. In fact, there’s a whole chapter in that book just about smiles, how they have power, how they can actually cause your body to take on warm, positive feelings.”

My God, thought Bill. This was too much. He looked at the book’s cover. A pretty woman in a smart business suit and a toothy smile looked at him as she sat at a neat, well-maintained polished desk. A desk? Good God. The very symbol of what was wrong with the American workplace. Behind her, happy faces on phones and people standing about conversing with other happy people. 

“Have a great day Bill
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