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			Chapter 1

			“Where the hell is she!” barked Alistair Steele, mediocre business executive, but first-rate asshole. He slammed his hand down on the reception desk for added effect.

			I sank deeper into my seat, looking away; instinct telling me not to look the predator in the eyes. Don’t move. Don’t make a sound.

			“I asked you a question,” he leaned over the desk coming in for the kill, “how much longer do I have to wait?” 

			I glanced up from behind the flimsy protection of my computer screen, “I’m sure Alex won’t be much longer,” I said, regretting the squeak in my voice, “perhaps one of our other attorneys can help you in the meantime?” 

			“I don’t want to see someone else. I’m here to see her,” he spat, saliva foaming in the corner of his mouth. “Get her here now!”

			“Yes, of course. I’ll try her mobile again.” Shaking, I dialed her number for the fifth time. Typical! Today, of all days. I just knew when I saw this piece of work was booked to see Alex after lunch that she would pick today to go on one of her AWOL jaunts. 

			Come on, answer your phone, you selfish cow. I strained a meek pleased-to-serve-you smile while I listened to the phone go to voicemail. I was about to leave another message when the elevator doors opened. Breathing a sigh of relief, I hung up the phone. Finally! 

			The relieved sigh was premature. Amira, the office intern stepped into the office, clutching some files to her chest, having returned from an errand. She looked at Mr. Steele and then mouthed to me, “Is she still not back?” 

			I shook my head. 

			“Mr. Steele,” Amira said, extending her hand, “would you like to come through to the boardroom? I can get the paperwork started.” 

			He ignored her outstretched hand, grabbing his briefcase, “Thank you!” He barked, “Finally, someone with initiative,” he glared at me before storming off ahead of her.

			Amira turned to me, and using the pretense of adjusting her hijab to block his view, rolled her eyes and hissed, “He’s such a jerk”. 

			“Good luck,” I whispered and leaned back in my chair feeling drained.

			The reception phone started ringing again and I sighed heavily, my finger hovering over the answer button, before making contact, “Good afternoon, Andrews and Andrews, Cathy speaking. How may I help you?” I repeated the scripted greeting for the zillionth time into the headset.

			“Hi, Cath. It’s me.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “David. Now’s not a good time.” Not that there was ever a good time to speak with him these days.

			“That’s okay, I won’t keep you.” 

			Yeah, well, that was probably true. Staying around wasn’t his strong suit. “Fine. What is it?”

			“I have a favor to ask.”

			“Seriously, if you don’t collect your things soon, I swear I’m going to throw them out.”

			“Yes, yes, I know. It’s not that. I need the plane tickets to Hawaii.”

			“Excuse me?” I grunted. “You’re making it sound like you contributed towards them. They’re my tickets. I paid for them.” I felt the bitterness bubbling up again. 

			“It’s not like you wanted them.” 

			“No. You’re the one who made me spend the prize money I won in the writing competition I entered on a holiday you never intended for us to take, instead of on the screenwriting course I wanted to do.”

			“Oh, come on. You know you’d never have used it.”

			“You don’t know that!” I yelled, feedback squawking in the headset. “You never supported me in—”

			“Cath, I don’t have time for this. Just let me have the damn tickets.”

			“What do you want them for anyway?”

			“I’m taking Tiffany to Sunrise Cove to—”

			“And you expect me to pay for the airfare? You’ve got some cheek!” Had this been his plan all along? First distract me from wondering about all those ‘late nights at the office’ with plans of a romantic holiday over Valentine’s Day, hinting that he was finally going to propose. And then, knowing I wouldn’t have a use for or want to use two tickets to Hawaii, bamboozle me into giving them to him. For someone who liked the expensive things in life, he was exceptionally skilled at getting others to foot the bill. “If you can afford to take her to Sunrise Cove you can bloody well get your own flights.”

			“Oh come on, Cath, you’re not going to use them. You hate the beach.”

			I gritted my teeth. “My name is Catherine.” I hated the way he called me Cath. It sounded like it was short for catheter. “The answer is no.”

			“For goodness sake, I’ll pay you back.”

			I rolled my eyes. I’d heard that before.

			“I’m just really stretched at the moment. I can’t let Tiff down. The hotel cost a fortune and the ring damn near bankrupted me, so I really need th—”

			“Ring?” I went cold, a sudden flash filling the sky. 

			“Yes, we’re engaged. That’s why we’re going to Sunrise Cove. To celebrate.” 

			“Engaged!” I spluttered, as the revelation hit, a loud thundering crack that shook my body.

			The projectile ripped a hole in me, like in an aircraft, explosively sucking the air from my lungs. I lurched forward, unable to breathe, clutching my chest with one hand and ripping off the headset with the other. The room spinning, hurtling towards disaster, I staggered into the hallway and headed for the ladies washroom. Falling against the door, it swung open and deposited me onto the old tile floor as tears engulfed the sinking wreckage. I pulled myself into a stall, pushing the door closed behind me before lunging for the toilet bowl and throwing up my lunch.

			


			Engaged. After only eight months. We’d been together for five years. So, all the whining about not being ready, about needing more time were just excuses. He was more than ready to get married, just not with me. I grabbed another fistful of toilet paper and mopped up my blubbering before dropping it onto the growing mound on my lap. After all I had sacrificed for him so that he could start his own business, and then the minute he no longer needed me, he dumped me for her. His office receptionist. Receptionist – the very job he mocked me for having even though it paid the bills when his business had yet to make an income. The blond bimbo with perky breasts, only a year out of high school and half his age, who was nothing, yet everything I wasn’t. If it wasn’t so insulting, the cliché of it would be laughable. 

			I blew my nose again, adding another scrunched-up soggy mass to the damp pile, steeling myself to go back. 

			My absence would not go unnoticed for long. I bundled up all the wadded-up toilet paper and pent-up emotions and stuffed them into the toilet. I was reaching for the flusher handle when the washroom door opened ushering in the unmistakable voices of the firm’s accountant and Alex’s BFF, Jess. 

			I stood and waited for one of them to take the free stall before I made my exit. To my relief, I heard Jess’ tell-tale heels clattering on the floor next to me as she entered the stall and closed the door. I could handle facing Kim right now, but not Jess. I flushed the toilet, straightened up, and headed to the wash basins.  

			Kim was reapplying her makeup and showed no sign of noticing me. I washed my hands watching her in the mirror out of the corner of my eye. She smacked her lips, popped her lipstick into her designer cosmetics bag, and went on to patting her perfectly quaffed silver hair into place though it required no adjustment. She had decided to go grey gracefully, the only way she could. I sighed inwardly. She was the kind of woman who excelled at everything. In high school, she was top of her class, prom queen, president of the debating team, and all-around sports star and cheerleader. In adulthood, she slipped easily into a career that fitted her like a figure-hugging evening gown, married the equally-perfect Dr. Right, and produced two perfectly unblemished children, now in their teens at private school and following in their perfect parents’ perfectly-formed footsteps.

			She gave her hair one final pat and headed into the stall I had just vacated, just as the other toilet flushed. I grabbed a paper towel and hurried to dry off my hands. The stall door swung open and Jess strutted out. She pushed past me and started washing her hands while turning her head from side to side and pouting her lips as she admired herself in the mirror. I snorted under my breath and she whipped round and glared at me. 

			“Um, did Alex tell you where she was going for lunch?” I sputtered.

			“No. Isn’t she back yet?” she hissed.

			“No, and Alistair Steele has been waiting for her for almost an hour.”

			“No idea,” she said turning back to the mirror, “why don’t you try her on her mobile?” 

			“Thanks anyway,” I mumbled, rolling my eyes, as I left her to her primping and preening.

			I found Amira sitting in my seat, minding the fort. At just twenty-one and ten years my junior, she was my only friend here, probably because we found solidarity in being at the bottom of the corporate food chain together. “Has Alex arrived?” I asked.

			“Not yet. I left Mr. Steele in the boardroom with the contract and a cup of coffee.”

			“Thanks for that.” I said as I retook my seat, “I bumped into the other Barbie Twin in the washroom. I asked her if she knew where Alex was and she told me to ‘try her mobile’,” I gestured in air quotes.

			“Seriously?” 

			“I know, right? Like, why didn’t I think of that?” 

			We both roared with laughter. I felt my eyes moisten again and I looked away. 

			“Are you okay?” she asked noticing my eyes.

			I sniffed, blinking back the tears waiting in the wings, and told her about David’s phone-call. 

			“You’re better off without him.”

			“I know. I just didn’t need this today.”

			“No. You didn’t,” she put her arms around me and squeezed me, enveloping me with the sweet smell of incense that always clung to her clothing. She pulled back at the sound of the elevator arriving and we both watched as Alex waltzed into the office carrying two large Swishique shopping bags. She was wearing a new short-sleeved white blouse and her skin was more bronzed than ever, “Oh-em-gee, doesn’t my new spray tan look simply divine? This top shows it off so well,” she purred, doing a small turn holding out her arms for full effect.

			“Is that where you’ve been? I’ve been trying to get hold of you since two,” I snapped.

			“Well, I can’t answer my mobile while I’m in the tanning booth, can I? And then I saw Swishes was having a sale, so I simply had to have a look. What’s so important anyway?” she idly took out her mobile to check it.

			“Mr. Steele has been waiting for you for an hour!”

			“Oh God, was that today? Shit!” Alex quickly scanned the empty waiting room in a sudden panic, “Did he leave?”

			“No, he’s in the boardroom. I gave him a coffee and the contract to look over,” said Amira

			“Good thinking. Here look after these will you,” she said, handing Amira her shopping bags and dashing over to the boardroom. 

			“Alistair,” she gushed as she opened the door and went in, “so good to see you. Sorry for the wait, I was unavoidably detained.” 

			He stood up, reaching to shake her hand, “No problem at all, I completely understand”. 

			The door closed and Amira and I shook our heads rolling our eyes at each other. Typical.

			Amira rested the bags on the desk and nonchalantly peeked inside. A silk scarf was hanging over the top and Amira pulled it out, looking at the label, “Versace. Of course. Four hundred and ten dollars, marked down from four hundred and ninety-five! Even on sale, it’s more than I can afford for an entire outfit. Nice for some, eh?” 

			I nodded, “Though, I’m sure you’ll be able to afford it one day. Me? Probably never.”

			She shoved it back in the bag. “I’m not sure I’d want to. She’s well…” she pulled out a copy of In Touch, “trashy magazine says it all, right?” showing me the cover. A headline of ‘Hawaii Hots Up’ was splashed across the front above a photo of Hollywood superstar, Jake Donovan. He was dressed in a business shirt, several buttons undone showing his smooth ripped chest, with a stethoscope slung round his neck. He was looking side-on into the camera with his signature steamy smirk, piercing blue eyes, stubbly chin and tousled dark hair; sporting a more mature version of the bad boy look that had shot him to fame for his role in a teen-angst vampire drama. A show, which like his current hit, I had never watched. His shows, like him, were a bit too vacuous for my taste.

			I snorted, “I’m guessing she bought it for the pictures.”

			Amira, flipped to the relevant page, “Yup, plenty for her scrapbook,” she giggled showing me the double spread of stills of him sitting in a leather armchair, tie undone, sipping a glass of bourbon; walking barefoot on a golden sand beach in a tuxedo, bow-tie undone with the jacket slung over his shoulder; driving a Porsche with one hand on the wheel, wearing too-hot-to-handle sunglasses. “Says here, he’s in Hawaii for the next two months filming the third season of Hawaii Heartbeat.”

			“Oh, how exciting,” I said, unimpressed. 

			“So, what are you going to do with those air tickets of yours?”

			“Well, I’m not going to give them to Alex, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

			“Ugh no, I was just wondering what you’d decided. I thought that’s why you requested time off next month.”

			“No, I have to take the leave otherwise I’ll lose it, but I’ll probably just stay at home. I tried getting a refund for the tickets but because I got them on a special deal, I couldn’t. They wouldn’t even let me change the destination.” I sighed. “Hawaii was what David wanted; if I went I’d be reminded of him and his blond tramp. I think I’m just going to let them expire and go to waste. Just to spite him.”

			“Oh, that’s a shame. I was just thinking Alex would be so jealous of you walking the same streets as Jake Donovan.”

			I smiled, “She would, wouldn’t she?”

			“Wouldn’t it just kill her if you actually met him?”

			“Wouldn’t it just!” I laughed. “It’s almost enough to make me go. Does it say where they’re shooting?” 

			Amira scanned the article then quickly closed the magazine and shoved it back in the bag at the sound of footsteps coming towards us. 

			Jess glared at both of us, then spotting the shopping bags hissed, “Have you only just come back from lunch now?” 

			“No, these are Alex’s, I was just—” Amira started.

			“Never mind. He’s ready for you now,” she said to me, then turning to Amira, “Don’t you have work to do?” 

			“Yes, of course,” I said curtly, “that’s why she’s here. To relieve me while I see Mr. Andrews.”

			“That’s right,” said Amira, taking my seat as I got up.

			Jess snorted. “Fine, get on with it then.” She turned and sashayed back down the hall in her impossibly-high heels. 

			I blew out my cheeks, “Well, here I go.” I stood up and brushed my hands through my hair, tucking it back behind my shoulders and straightening my shirt and skirt, then slipped on my jacket.  “How do I look?”

			“Good. You’ll be fine.”

			“Liar, but thanks anyway.”

			“Good luck,” she smiled sympathetically, having been through the same fate earlier in the morning. 

			“I’ll take these through to Alex’s office,” I said, picking up the bags.

			Amira smiled and showed two thumbs up before turning to answer the phone, leaving me to walk the green mile. 

			I went into Alex’s office and popped the shopping bags on the floor by her coat stand and noticed a poster of Jake Donovan hidden behind her door. He was shirtless of course, leaning against a concrete pillar, thumbs hooked through the belt of his jeans, the buckle hanging loose, button undone, and zipper of the jeans slightly open and poised precariously, just enough to allow the bulge in his underpants to peek out. Eww. Just eww.

			Although… I had to admit it… Damn! He was drop-dead gorgeous. But, he obviously saw himself as God’s gift to women. Beautiful women. Beautiful artificial self-centered women. The superstars and the supermodels. Women who got ahead in life thanks to their looks. Women like Alex, Jess… Tiffany. Women like me… well… we didn’t get gifts from God. So, yeah, eww. God’s taste in women left much to be desired. I swallowed back the bitterness beginning to form, wiped my watery eyes, and closed the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I turned into the hall feeling new waves of nausea build as I headed to my dreaded annual performance. My every step seemed to echo in rhythm to an executioner’s drum roll along the executive equivalent of the green mile. Did I have any final words before facing my fate? Please make it quick.

			How the hell did my life come to this? I had dreams once, didn’t I? How did I come to be headed towards yet another passing of judgment for work that numbed my soul in a job I hated? I hadn’t consciously chosen to be a receptionist. It just sort of happened. It was supposed to be a stepping stone, a stop gap while I focused on ‘what I really wanted to do’ – as my parents put it – since writing was of course ‘a silly dream’ and not a viable option. Then David came along with his empty promises, ‘we need your income now. When the business is off the ground, I’ll support you to do whatever you want’. 

			The psychologists called it inattentional blindness – the way we could miss seeing the person in the gorilla suit while focusing on whatever task at hand. I had been distracted by all the expectations and promises over the years that I hadn’t noticed my dreams dying, and was left completely blindsided by David’s betrayal. Not only had I not seen the gorilla, but now I was the one left behind wearing the monkey suit, invisible to everyone around me while they pursued their own dreams.

			The donut-shaped frosted decals on the glass walls, strategically placed to provide privacy, seemed to watch me, studying me like a specimen in a glass tank. I looked down at the floor, the white marble reminded me of the white pebbles that decorated the bottom of the fish bowl I had as a child. My goldfish had committed suicide; flipped itself right out of the bowl. I had wailed for days; didn’t Nemo like me? But, I got it now. It wasn’t suicide – it was a desperate leap for freedom; a bid to be released from the mind-numbing monotony of swimming round and round and round, and sheltering in the same fake cave day after day after miserable day. Every hour seeing, through the glass wall, a world full of wonder and longing for the life just beyond its reach.

			My goldfish hadn’t chosen to live in that fish bowl, but I had surrendered my will to live in this one. I had damned myself to captivity while watching others live the life I longed for. But, like my goldfish, I had no idea how to escape. Unless someone took pity and released it into a pond, its fate was pretty much sealed. I stopped at the hallway window next to the boss’ office and placed my hands against the glass as I stared down at the street below. At this level, the windows didn’t open, which was probably a good thing. I sighed heavily. The day was coming when I would have to jump, to make a break for freedom, but would I land in a pond, another cheerless tank or would I hit the sidewalk to lie gasping and twitching as the life left my broken body while staring at the existence I longed for, fade?

			


			I wiped my eyes, straightened my clothes, and turned towards the senior partner’s door. I paused for a moment and looked over at the alcove beside it. It contained a single Victorian cabinet that displayed an assortment of law-themed antiques – some old law books, brass scales, a dusty barrister wig from the UK, a gavel, and an oil painting of a dour-faced eighteenth-century gentleman. I snorted to myself. This supposed homage to the firm’s roots was a fraud. The antiques were real but hadn’t been passed down from one Andrews’s ancestor to the next; they had been collected by Mr. Andrews and his wife on many road trips to antique stores and estate sales. In truth, none of the Andrews’ ancestors had been attorneys and Trevor Andrews had been the first to break out from the family’s blue-collar origins. The law firm itself was only ten years old, established by Mr. Andrews with his son, shortly after Maxwell passed the bar. However, six months after the firm launched, Max decided he was better suited to being a barista rather than a barrister and left to start his own business, a coffee truck named the Gavel and Bean that he parked outside the San Francisco courthouse just to piss off his father. Maxwell’s name was never mentioned and the second Andrews in Andrews and Andrews was only ever referred to as the ‘silent partner’. The fact that I knew any of this was because Amira had gone out on a date with Max once and he had spilled the beans with her and of course, she had told me everything. 

			


			The sound of coughing from inside the office brought me back to the present and I knocked on the door taking a final deep breath before turning the handle and plunging to my fate. 

			“Ah, Cathy,” Mr. Andrews gushed, smiling broadly. I saw right through it. Not getting up, he motioned to me to sit in the straight-backed chair opposite him. “We’ll just get straight into it, shall we?” he started writing in the large notebook on his glass-top desk.

			“Of course,” I said forcing a smile. Yes, let’s. Let’s get this pointless box-ticking exercise over and done with.

			“Right,” he looked at me over the top of round-framed reading glasses, looking something like a Charles Dickens character with his curly grey hair and sideburns, completely out of place in the ultra-modern white and chrome décor, “Firstly, I’ll outline the objectives of this review…”

			He repeated the same old routine, spewing the same ridiculous corporate buzzwords, lauding the benefits of this annual shaming as a constructive exercise towards building a better future for me at Andrews and Andrews… blah blah blah. 

			Yeah, whatever. I heard the words but didn’t listen. I threw in a few ‘uh huhs’ at appropriate pauses for good measure and stared past him at the world map on the wall behind him. It was a useful technique I learned in an assertiveness training course I once attended – if looking at someone eye-to-eye feels intimidating: then look at, or just past their ear. The person won’t be able to tell the difference. I’m not sure I learned much assertiveness; however, it did give me confidence I never had before to be rebellious on occasion. But then maybe rebelliousness is the height of assertiveness.

			A small spider was in the process of trekking south, about to invade Mongolia. I imagined terrified Mongolians on horseback racing towards the safety of their yurts while this horrifying giant eight-legged creature shook the ground with every thundering step.

			Mr. Andrews cleared his throat and I returned my gaze to him to check if he had noticed that my mind had left the room. He hadn’t.

			 “Your work over the last year has been faultless and you get along with the staff… blah blah blah,” he continued his monologue.

			I stifled another sigh – it was becoming a habit – and returned my attention to the spider. Dead Mongolians cocooned in silk littered the landscape as riderless panicked horses bolted for freedom.

			“But...”

			There it was. The word punctuated the white noise like the sound of the trapdoor falling open below the feet of a condemned person, right before the rope snaps taut. But. The one word that summed up the story of my life. As a child, all my report cards read ‘Cathy does well in class, but could try harder’. Ever since I started working, my performance reviews were the same: ‘performance good, but could be improved’. In dating it was always, ‘I like you, but I just want to be friends. And then there were David’s words to me in February, ‘I do love you, Cath, but I’m in love with Tiffany’. Just another but in a long line of buts and other assorted kicks in the butt. 

			I became aware that Mr. Andrews was staring at me. My cheeks flushed hotly as I realized I’d sighed out loud this time. 

			“Do you understand what I’m saying?” he hissed. “I need everyone on the team to be out there on the field giving it a hundred and ten percent.”

			I hated sports and hated sports analogies even more. “I see myself as the member of the team who observes the game, provides feedback, support and encouragement, and hands out the towels.” I replied flatly. I was only the receptionist for goodness sake, no one ever expects the ball boy to be out there scoring the touchdowns. 

			“That’s not good enough,” he snorted, “everyone else here works late into the evening, but I’ve never seen you work late once.”

			Seriously? That didn’t even make sense. My main duty was to answer the phone and greet visitors. After five o’clock the doors closed and the automated answer service kicked in. What exactly was I supposed to do after hours?

			But this wasn’t about work, it was about appearances. Andrews and Andrews was a small firm. It didn’t deal in million-dollar lawsuits. There really was no reason for anyone to work late, yet the mindset persisted even here that normal working hours were the minimum and you weren’t pulling your weight unless you regularly worked overtime. Merely being seen in the office after hours gave the illusion of an acceptable level of dedication. The truth that most were likely making personal phone calls, watching videos on YouTube, or reading trashy magazines to avoid going home to an empty apartment or tiresome spouse failed to be acknowledged. And it didn’t matter that I was the human glue that kept the firm together, from being the office trouble-shooter, whipping boy, and therapist who solved every crisis from a jammed photocopier to a clogged toilet, to taking the blame for others’ mistakes, to listening to everyone’s problems and offering a shoulder to cry on. None of that could be quantified in any measure of profitability and was therefore meaningless and irrelevant. 

			“That’s because I don’t need to work overtime. I work efficiently, always meet deadlines and take a short lunch break, if I take one at all.” Unlike some people who have to work late because they go for two-hour lunch breaks and keep clients waiting. 

			“Well, I suppose that’s true,” he grunted.

			Thank you! I nodded triumphantly and sat back in my chair.

			He raised an eyebrow, studying me, “Where do you see yourself in five years?” he asked, changing tack.

			Oh god, not that one. He knew full well I had no desire to be here. He was baiting me to commit perjury, to deny what he already knew to be true. I won’t lie for you. If that makes me a heretic, then so be it. I’d rather burn at the stake than spend my life as a slave. Give me liberty, or give me death! I narrowed my brow, puffed out my chest and declared, “I plan to be following a career in writing perhaps as a novelist or a screenwriter.” 

			Mr. Andrews scowled, mumbling under his breath and I immediately regretted my answer. Why didn’t I just lie? This wasn’t the Spanish Inquisition. Why did I have to be so melodramatic? It’s not as if I really believed my own words. It always seemed like such an impossible dream and given where I was sitting at that moment, it just made me sound like a five-year-old saying I wanted to grow up to be an astronaut. 

			Mr. Andrews rolled his eyes and looked at me with the same disapproving look my father would give me when I spoke about my writing. It’s just a hobby – you’ll never make any money from it. You’re just dreaming, he would say, rolling his eyes crushing my spirit, snuffing out my soul.

			“You’ve proved my point.” Mr. Andrews growled, exasperated.

			I stifled another sigh and sank back into the chair. 

			Mr. Andrews leaned forward, “I need people who are committed to the work we’re doing here. You need to get your priorities straight. I don’t want people whose loyalties lie elsewhere.”

			Excuse me? Having dreams didn’t make someone a traitor, did it? Or maybe it did. I had ignored the signs, wanted to believe it was harmless flirting when David started paying attention to Tiffany. Maybe he believed it himself at first, but eventually he left me for her. 

			“I’m loyal. I’m here every day, I do everything…” I trailed off. If I was flirting with my dreams then maybe I was already leaving here in spirit. In reality I’d never been here to begin with. It was pointless saying otherwise. “You said I met all my performance requirements this year, so will I be getting the raise you promised last year?” May as well get straight to the point.

			“No. As I said, everybody in this firm goes the extra mile and I need you to do the same.”

			“But, you said my work has been faultless. You said… I need…” Mr. Andrews’ expression was unchanged. I gave up, sinking against the hard back of the chair feeling like that five-year-old again. 

			“Look, I know you’ve been through a rough patch with you and David going your separate ways.”

			That’s a nice way to put it.

			“We’re all sorry you broke up, but you need to get over it. It’s time for you to step up and do your part.”

			I looked back at the map on the wall. The spider had disappeared.  

			“To that end, I’ve enrolled you in some professional development training next month.”

			Oh yippee. “Professional development?”

			“Team building skills, lateral thinking, problem solving. That kind of thing. It’ll help you become more proactive. I need you to start showing initiative—”

			 “Initiative!” I blurted, “How do you know I don’t show initiative? I deal with half a dozen things every day that you never see because I solved the problem before it ever makes it to your desk.” I was on a roll now. “If you want me to step up around here, why don’t you give me something that’ll make use of my strengths? Like giving me the firm’s newsletter to write. Alex does such a shocking job of it, I wonder how she ever made it through high school English, let alone law school. But because it’s Alex, you…” I stopped myself just in time.

			Mr. Andrews sat back in surprise, “Now this is what I’ve been wanting to see from you, though with perhaps a little less venom.” 

			I bit my lip, scowling; I wasn’t looking for his approval. 

			“Taking over the newsletter is an excellent idea. As you say, Alex is simply far too busy to give it her full attention. We’ll look at it when you get back from the training.”

			Of course, he’d defend her. “So, when exactly is this training happening?” 

			“The last week of next month, which I realize happens to be at the same time you have requested leave, so you’ll have to shift your leave to September.”

			“I can’t.” 

			“What do you mean you can’t?” he fumed, “You’re just going to sit around at home.”

			“That’s when I’m going to Hawaii.” I grinned.

			“I thought that was canceled.”

			“Postponed. I’m going on my own.” I proclaimed triumphantly. “I’ve already booked everything and the tickets expire at the end of August so I can’t change it. You’ll just have to cancel the training.” 

			Mr. Andrews’ face turned red, at a sudden loss for words he looked down at his notepad and scribbled away grumbling under his breath, “Oh all right. Fine,” he spat, not looking at me, “your vacation stands. You can go.”

			Did he mean Hawaii or now? I felt so giddy, I was afraid to stand up so I stayed seated presuming he meant the former. 

			“We’re done here. You can leave,” he grunted, not looking up. 

			“Of course,” I stammered and stood up cautiously, trying not to wobble, adrenalin and euphoria from my victory flooding my system.

			“Cathy,” Mr. Andrews said as I got to the door.

			I turned and he looked at me, his expression softening as he took his glasses from his nose, “I am sorry that things didn’t work out for you and David.”

			“Thank you.” I smiled weakly. 

			“A holiday away will be good for you.”

			I nodded. Maybe he had a heart after all?

			“It’ll give you time to sort yourself out, eh? Help reform your attitude.” 

			Nope. I closed the door behind me, shaking my head. The only thing I would be reforming was my resolve to get away from here. But, I couldn’t very well do it at home now. I didn’t put it past him to check on whether I had indeed gone away. Looks like I was going to Hawaii after all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Ethan jogged on the path along the beach leaving another crazy shift behind him. His soaked T-shirt clung to his chest and every powerful footfall sent droplets of sweat into the air from the ends of his drenched hair. He didn’t need his Fitbit to tell him his heart was pounding. 

			A young boy chasing a ball ran out in front of him and Ethan swerved hard, jumping off the path onto the grass to avoid colliding with him. He stopped abruptly and leaned against a palm tree catching his breath while he watched the boy run over to re-join his family building sandcastles on the beach. It was another perfect afternoon at Waikiki. Surfers rode the turquoise waves while other people swam and played games on the white sand. Behind him, in the distance, several large trailer vans were parked with a large cordon set up around them and blocking off access to the beach. Beyond the cordon, a crowd of curious onlookers was gathering, but Ethan paid no attention to them.

			He took off his aviator sunglasses with one hand and lifted the edge of his T-shirt with the other and wiped his forehead, showing off his perfectly-sculpted abs. He checked his Fitbit then slipped his sunglasses back on and turned back to the path when a sudden cry drew his attention to the water.

			A surfer was dragging a body from the water. “Someone, get a lifeguard!” he screamed. 

			Ethan reacted instantly and sped across the grass verge and onto the beach, kicking up plumes of sand as he ran toward the men. Several people were gathering round and Ethan pushed them aside, “Let me through, I’m a doctor,” he shouted as he fell to his knees beside the lifeless man. 

			He ignored the bleeding minor gash on the man’s shoulder as he felt for a pulse and signs of breathing. Nothing. He tilted the man’s head back, squeezed his nose shut and gave two breaths. “Does anybody know what happened?” He asked as he interlaced his fingers over the man’s chest and began compressions. 

			The crowd murmured, but no one answered. 

			Ethan moved back to give the man some more breaths when he noticed blood pooling at the base of the man’s head. “He’s got a head injury!” he exclaimed, whipping off his shirt and bunching it up. “You,” he motioned to the young woman in a bright pink bikini who was staring at his naked chest, “hold this here,” he grabbed her by the arm and directed her to press his shirt against the side of the man’s head as he gave two more breaths and continued compressions. 

			The surfer paced back and forth and picked up his board which was still tethered to his ankle, noticing blood on the fin. “Oh man, I killed him!” he cried, “I must have hit him with my board. I never even saw him until he was floating there.”

			“It was an accident,” said the girl in the bikini, turning to him.

			“Keep pressure on the wound!” Ethan hissed.

			She returned her attention to the man’s injury, “It wasn’t your fault,” she called to him. 

			The crowd parted to let through two lifeguards. “We can take it from here,” said one as he began taking tubes and gear from his kit bag, and the other set down a backboard and took over the compressions. 

			“Has someone called for an ambulance?” asked Ethan.

			“Already on its way,” said the lifeguard as he inserted a breathing tube into the man’s airway and attached an ambu-bag.

			Ethan reached over and grabbed the lifeguard’s kit bag, “I take it you’ve got an AED in here.”

			“Yes sir, but please let us do our job—”

			“I’m a trauma surgeon at Honolulu General.” Ethan pulled out a plastic box and unraveled a set of leads, plugging them in.

			“Oh, okay, I didn’t—”

			“Yeah, yeah. Out of my way,” he ripped off the backing of the electrode pads and placed them on the man’s chest, and switched on the defibrillator, charging the device. “Everyone move back!” 

			The lifeguards stopped what they were doing and backed away from the lifeless body.

			“Shocking!” Ethan yelled as he pressed the shock button. A jolt of electricity surged through the man’s body jerking his torso off the ground. Ethan stared fixedly at the unit’s display screen. “Restart compressions!” 

			The lifeguards jumped back to action.

			“He’s going to make it, right?” pleaded the surfer, “He can’t die. You’ve got to save him!”

			“We’re doing everything we can. Please stand back.” Ethan barked, watching the defibrillator’s screen as the device recharged, “Clear!”

			The lifeguards backed off and Ethan pressed the shock button again, “Shocking!” Again, the man’s body jerked violently but did not respond. “Damn it!” Ethan shook his head, “Restart compressions!” 

			The lifeguards took up their positions again and continued CPR. 

			“Come on, come on,” Ethan mumbled under his breath as he waited for the defibrillator to charge up again, “Clear!”

			The lifeguards jumped back as Ethan sent another jolt of electricity coursing through the man’s body. They watched the gruesome jerking repeat, keenly aware that the man’s chance of making it was fading with every round. The lifeguards moved back to continue their efforts when a beeping sound broke the hushed tension.  

			“Hold compressions!” Ethan cried out, “I’ve got a rhythm.”

			Cheers and applause rang out from the crowd and the surfer dropped to his knees, staring up at the sky as he wept, “Oh, thank God!” 

			“Okay, let’s pack him up.” Ethan directed the lifeguards to move the man onto the backboard, while he dealt with the head wound and stabilized his neck. 

			Someone called out, “Ambulance’s here” and the crowd parted to let through two paramedics. 

			“Ethan!” The female paramedic with a blond ponytail cried out in shock. She stood back leaving her male partner to join the lifeguards in preparing the man for transport. 

			“Britney.” Ethan looked up from securing the cervical collar around the man’s neck. He sighed heavily and stood up.

			“You haven’t returned any of my calls.”

			“Now’s not the time, Britney.” 

			“He’s in good hands,” she gestured to the man on the backboard being carried over to the waiting ambulance. “We need to talk.”

			“There’s nothing to talk about.”

			Britney snorted, “We need to talk about us.” 

			“There is no us.”

			“That’s not what it seemed like when you had me pressed up against the wall in the on-call room.”

			“That was a mistake.”

			“A mistake?” she hissed. 

			“It should never have happened. I love my wife. I know that now.”

			“And you needed to screw me to figure that out?” she slapped him across the face.

			Ethan pressed a hand to his stinging cheek, “I don’t owe you anything.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			“You just have to forget the whole thing ever happened.”

			“That’s going to be hard—” A shout from the waiting ambulance interrupted her and she turned to see her partner motioning for her to hurry up. She turned back to Ethan, pausing for a beat, “I’m pregnant.” She let the words drop, then turned and jogged for the ambulance.

			Ethan dropped his hand and stood motionless processing the gravity of her revelation. He watched her leave, his eyes wide, not seeing the man with the camera mounted on a body-hugging metal framework walking towards him with slow deliberate steps, or the furry mass hovering above his head while he waited for the sign. 

			


			“Cut!” the director’s voice squawked over a distant megaphone. 

			Jake blew out his checks, relaxing his stance, but maintained his position. He clenched his fists, resisting the urge to run his hands through his hair. The last thing they needed was him delaying what had already been a long day by making them wait while he had his hair reset for another take. 

			The boom operator stifled a yawn, but kept his grip on the boom, keeping the microphone levitating above Jake’s head, and the Steadicam operator stayed where he was holding the camera on Jake. All eyes turned to the assistant director. She had her hand pressed over her ear as she listened for further instructions through her ear piece. 

			“Yup, gotcha,” Emily muttered holding the microphone of the headset close to her chin. She turned to the group, giving them a double thumbs-up, “It’s a wrap everyone.” 

			A round of weary whoops and relieved sighs rang out from the group. The Steadicam operator backed off and the hovering dead cat descended as the boom operator set it down, with a yawn and stretched his arms while a couple of grips moved in to help dismantle and pack up the gear. 

			“Great job,” Emily said to Jake as they headed towards the grass embankment, “you really nailed Ethan’s shocked expression. I’m looking forward to seeing the dailies.” 

			“Thanks.” Jake snorted, “It’s easy to look exasperated when Kristie is on set.”

			“I know what you mean,” she laughed. “Are you coming to the party tomorrow night?” 

			“Nah, giving this one a miss. Making an early start on the vay-cay.”

			“Ah well, you have a good break.”

			“Will do. Have fun tomorrow.”

			She nodded and they stepped up onto the grass. Emily headed over to the video village that was set up in the shade of some palm trees to confer with the director and producers who were gathered around the monitors. Jake waved as he passed and then cut across the empty beach car park towards base camp, the corral of trailers that formed the hub of the day’s operations. 

			He passed the production trailer and rounding the corner came face to face with Kristie who was standing in front of the door to his own trailer. She had changed out of the paramedic uniform into a white bikini and had let her hair down. 

			“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said coyly, twirling a few strands between her fingers.

			“Going for a swim?” He asked as he tried to get to his door.

			She laughed, and blocked his way, “Oh Jake, this is Luis Vuitton. You don’t get it wet.”

			“Ah, so it’s only for show.” He tried sidestepping her but she pivoted round, effectively pinning him against the side of the trailer.

			“What time are you picking me up tomorrow night?” she ran her tongue over her top lip and dragged a finger down his chest.

			“You’ll have to make your own way there. I’m not going,” he tried reaching for the trailer door, but she blocked him again, pressing her hands against the trailer on either side of him.

			“What? But we have to go. We’re like the prom king and queen, we have to be there.” She said pouting.

			“We are not a thing.”

			“How can you say that? You can’t deny we have chemistry.” She pressed herself against him and kissed him hard, full on the lips, wrapping her arms around his neck. 

			Jake pulled away, pushing her off him, “Damn it, Kristie! Enough!” He lunged for the door and yanked it open.

			“We belong together! You’ll see.” Kristie crowed as he jumped inside, slamming the door in her face and locking it behind him.

			He leaned against the door and exhaled heavily. God, he wished the writers would kill her off. He had made the mistake of going with her to the last wrap party and ever since then she had deluded herself that they had shared a spark when all they had shared was a cab. Things only got worse when the writers decided to give her a larger role as Ethan’s femme fatale. No matter how much he denied it, she was convinced he had pressured them to write it for her and that he just needed time before he would finally declare his feelings for her. Until then she hounded him and set traps trying to trick him into surrendering and leaked tips to the gossip columns that their ‘onscreen chemistry’ was real off camera, which the fans were desperate for and added fuel to the fire. 

			‘Such raw animal attraction’. ‘Savage passion simmering below the surface’. Viewers loved the tension between Ethan and Britney, but it wasn’t desire Jake drew on, but contempt. He deserved an Emmy for pulling off their love scene – if a sordid hook-up in an ER on-call room could be called a love scene.  He hated every minute of it and that had translated into a fevered and primal carnal act that the production team loved, fueled Kristie’s delusion further, and left Jake filled with anger. Anger at the industry he loved for asking too much of him. Anger at himself for submitting. Smile, Jake. Lose the shirt, Jake. Show like you’re loving it while you fake climaxing with a woman you despise. Sometimes he felt like he was merely a trained monkey expected to perform on command, locked in contracts and made to dance for the highest bidder.

			Take the abuse, the criticism, the insults; never step out of line, never fight back, because if you do, those who adore and worship you will crucify you. The industry was no stranger to sex scandals, idols who abused their power and influence and were toppled by sexual harassment charges. Always men. Jake was powerless against Kristie. If he said or did anything to put her in a bad light, he would be seen as the aggressor. She was skating on thin ice, but he was the one who would be plunged into the freezing water if it cracked.

			


			Changed and refreshed, Jake zipped up his duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. He slowly opened the door and looked around to make sure Kristie wasn’t waiting to ambush him then left the trailer and made his way to the production trailer. He popped in to say a quick goodbye then made a brief stop at crafty to grab a snack for the road. He ripped open the bag of nuts and shoved a handful in his mouth before turning for the parking lot. A man in his twenties stood watching him and nodded at him apprehensively as he approached.  

			It took Jake a moment to recognize him without the prosthetic latex lacerations and fake blood. “Oh hey,” he mumbled with his mouth full while wiping the salt from his hand on his cargo pants. “Great job out there,” he cheered, extending his hand.

			“Thanks man! It was an honor working with you,” he shook Jake’s hand eagerly.

			“Anytime.” Jake nodded and tossed another handful of nuts in his mouth and munched away without a second thought, leaving the young man to bask in the glow of having shook hands with Hollywood royalty on the day of his first real onscreen role, which would get him listed in the credits as ‘Bleeding Man’ or ‘Injured Swimmer’.

			


			~  End of sample  ~
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