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“Sarah, do you want a beer? Something stronger?” Tom, one of our consultants for our branch, shouted above the noise. He and my friend Esther, our receptionist, were getting our drink orders while we waited for our table in one of the side rooms to be ready. I hoped the wait wasn’t going to be too long. I was starving, and already craving a steak.

Most of us dreaded these bonding after-hours office dinners that were “strongly encouraged” once a quarter. Three of our consulting team members were still in Seattle for another couple of weeks, so they were the only ones who didn’t have to attend. Our suggestion that we switch to quarterly lunches was shot down every single time.

“No, thanks! Just a sweet tea!” I shouted back. I desperately needed the caffeine and sugar so I didn’t fall asleep. It had been a long day and this evening wasn’t shaping up to be much better. 

“You sure?” Tom, whose flashy good looks had won over coworkers and clients alike since I’d known him, seemed disappointed that we couldn’t get sloshed together. While I could really use a margarita, I’d seen how handsy the guy got at last year’s office Christmas party. I’d need my wits about me.

“Positive!” I shouted cheerily.

Between sips of tea, I made small talk with Chris, our IT guy, who enthusiastically tried to convince me that I should go to the next Comic Con with him, because we’d have a blast. He was probably right, but there was no way I was dressing up like Slave Girl Princess Leia (or anything else). Not only did I not quite have the figure to pull it off, I was allergic to metal bikinis and nerds trying to get a peek inside at the goods.

As much as I enjoyed chatting with Chris, especially about our favorite sci-fi series, I hoped a great meal would be the highlight of an otherwise crappy day. I’d been lulled into a false sense of security by waking up five minutes before my alarm went off, feeling completely rested. Unfortunately, that didn’t last very long.

The problems began with my shower. The shower rod was nice enough to wait to loosen itself from the wall and whack me on the head just after I finished lathering my hair. Before I could untangle myself from the shower curtain’s vinyl grip and fix the tension for the rod again, oh, and turn off the faucet, all with my eyes squeezed shut, the showerhead had been turned just so, and water had drenched the floor. The water also had the misfortune of trying to drown my cat, Orlando, who had been hanging out on top of my towel and the bath mat. I sopped up the standing water with all of my towels, except for one. I used that one to swaddle a yowling Orlando. When I wiped the condensation off the bathroom mirror and saw how pitiful we both looked, I felt like yowling, too.

The morning continued to slide downhill with a skirt that fit two weeks ago, but not today. Oh, and then I ended up stuck behind a wreck on the interstate, which made me late to work. There, I dealt with grouchy managers, clients, and coworkers, all who made me even more grateful that today was Friday. I had a theory that maybe some of the others had also been defeated by a contrary tub/shower combination and a water-logged cat before work.

Actually, our growing anxiety was because our medical consulting company had been bought out several months ago by a larger one, Sealy Consulting, and our new regional vice president was coming to town. Normally, this would be stressful in and of itself, but rumors were swirling that our numbers at the Nashville office were down and that heads were going to roll, probably some or all the managers’.

In theory, my job was safe. After all, administrative assistants were always needed, even though we were pretty interchangeable. I didn’t want my boss, Rory, to get fired, and I certainly couldn’t afford to be let go in this economy, but things could always get worse. My biggest fear was that they’d leave me in my position, and send the other assistants to other departments in a weird restructuring maneuver. I’d end up working with all three managers, and trying to balance not only the workload, but the varying personalities and expectations that came with it. Nothing was set in concrete, so anything could happen. All I knew was that I was not going to be getting a raise any time soon, so I’d be keeping my weekend job waitressing for a while longer. At least the sports bar wasn’t far from my place, and the tips were pretty good. Plus, Mark, the manager, was a sweetie. I could definitely do worse, even though I hated smelling of beer and onion rings by the time I clocked out.

Our table was finally ready, so we played musical chairs until we situated ourselves. I was fortunate to sit in-between Esther and Rory. Plus, they couldn’t tell Star Wars and Star Trek apart to save their lives, also an added bonus. Esther was serene, always comfortable in her knit outfits and blonde rinses. I don’t think I’d ever seen her without her short hair styled and fluffed or understated cosmetics. Rory was pretty much Esther’s opposite: tall, angular features and figure, severe suits, dyed crimson hair in a blunt cut to her chin, pale skin and bright lipsticks. Tonight’s choice matched her hair. You’d think that Rory’s personality would also be severe, but she was actually a chatterbox and fell in love a million times a year. She also had a fantastic metabolism, although she insisted in the past that it was from all the exercise she enjoyed. She was obviously looking to burn some calories later on—I think she was checking out one of the servers. It wouldn’t surprise me if she managed to take him home later. Esther would be going home to her husband of thirty years, and I’d be going home to Orlando. Sigh.

The baskets of rolls were passed around the table, and it took everything in me not to moan out loud when I bit into that hot, soft roll smeared with butter. I happened to glance over at Tom, who was sitting on the other side of the table almost across from me, and he looked like he was about to have a heart attack. Perv. He had been one of Rory’s conquests soon after he started, but she soon dumped him for the soulful guy selling birdhouses she met at the local farmer’s market.

We took a few minutes to scan our menus, and even though I already knew what I wanted, I used it as a prop to keep my face hidden from Tom. I only felt semi-safe sitting in-between my friends. Esther was completely focused on her menu. She muttered about whether she should get the surf and turf or just salmon.

I ordered the petite cut of the sirloin, with a side salad and the mashed sweet potatoes, and Esther settled on the salmon. Rory ended up ordering a spicy chicken dish that I wasn’t
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