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    Being an optimistic and forward-thinking person, Julia tried to forget about what happened a few years ago. The
time after it had been a time of stabilization, a process of distancing herself from her memories and boxing them into
a corner of her brain which she never hoped to unpack. But it still hadn’t been long enough. Try as she might, the
memories and dark thoughts that stemmed from those memories were like radioactive waste: impossible to contain
and always seeping out, permeating her life. 
    Even Julia’s life now was a semblance of what a normal life should be. On good days she occasionally convinced
herself otherwise; she would go to the park across the street and watch her kid, 6-year-old William, learn to swing
on the playground swings. Then she might go to the cafe by her house and order a smoothie for herself which William
would instantly want to eat. She would spoon it into his mouth, but it would somehow always get on his clothes. It
was only after she tucked him in every night that she lay in her bed and her thoughts would catch up to her. Her
breath would quicken. Her hand would reach out across the flannel sheets but find only cold cloth where there used
to be warmth and heat. She was a deserted, desolate island in the middle of the frigid wasteland that was her bed.
She couldn’t do it alone. Not with her husband gone. 
    When Julia was young, she never dreamt of being an accountant for a data analysis company. But left with little
options and a kid to take care off, she immediately accepted the letter in the mail informing her that the company
would ‘love to have her’. The workload was manageable at first, but slowly and discreetly more work was thrust
upon her until she began to only see William when she heated up his frozen dinner and tucked him in at night. Her life
was fragile and unstable, like a bubble about to burst. 
    The company offices were located in a part of town where it was wise to lock the car and hide the valuables.
From the outside, the building looked dingy despite the efforts that had been made to clean it up and give it the
technological look of a company that people would trust their money with. The door was in disrepair and it creaked
every time it was opened; everyone would put down their coffee and look at the door until it was closed with a
whitewashed stare that was devoid of emotion. Normally they would go back to work, but this time they kept staring
at Julia for a long time, and it occurred to her that something was amiss.
    “Sorry,” one of them said. The rest of the room was now staring at her. There was no sound of the keys typing.
    “She’ll be fine, Leslie,” whispered Pam, the nice old lady sitting in the corner. 
    The door closed with a screech and a thud behind Julia, but instead of turning back to their desks, everyone
continued to look at her like they were morbidly curious to see what would happen. 
    Julia cleared her throat. “I’m sorry...what is going on?” 
    Before the others had a chance to respond, a door in the back of the room opened. Julia had never seen behind
that door before. It was always locked, but  the boss of the company worked in that office. He would get there
before everyone else and leave after everyone else. She had only talked to him on the phone, when he congratulated
her for enrolling to work in the company. It sounded canned, like he was reading a script that had been read to
countless other applicants. 
    He came out looking directly at Julia. The black shoes that he wore were immaculate and unnecessarily shiny, and
his dark suit looked unused. He wore a frozen smile that looked more like a grimace on his face. 
    “Congratulations, Julia! Your astounding work and exemplary behavior of finishing assignments in a timely manner
has led me to promote you to a higher position. Due to the untimely leave of my last helper, you will now be serving
as my personal assistant!”
    He stopped talking and looked around.
    “Applause, everyone!”



    A few people started to clap. They were cold, forced claps, dying out in the silence of the room. 
    What had she done to deserve this?
    Julia remembered the last assistant. She was barely out of college when it had started. Her smile was cheerful and
she would always say hello to Julia when they passed each other in the hall. But as the year passed, the promotion
that had seemed like an honor to the assistant became something more. It was consuming her. When the coffee from
the coffee machine in the office wasn’t enough to sustain her, she started constantly taking red pills that rattled in a
bottle in her purse. The day that the assistant left, Julia heard a shout come from the room. The assistant stalked out
and slammed the door so hard Julia’s coffee from the mug on her desk spilled. People said she moved away from the
town.
    What had happened in that room?
    The boss walked past Julia. She could smell the newly dry-cleaned scent of his jacket. 
    “Work starts tomorrow.” 
    The corners of his mouth turned up in what could be considered a smile.

 


